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Oh, be a man! And thou shall be a god! 

-Edward Young (1683-1765) 



One world died in the seventeenth century 
and another rose in its steadrejecting the 
Natural Law, believing in the promise of science 
and the prospects of Utopia. This was the 
Brave New World of the Enlightenment. We 
turned scientific and stopped burning witches. 
We proclaimed the world round, accepted Mr. 
Newton's law of gravity, and invented the 
steam engine. We established that men should 
govern themselves and sat back to wait for 
the Golden Age. 

This is a brilliant introduction to the 
thought of those centuries, illuminating with 
a rare intelligence the ideas that brought 
forth the Enlightenment and the ensuing 
confusion of our age. In a sustained and 
incisive critique the distinguished scholar 
Louis I. Bredvold distils and expounds the 
thought of Descartes, Spinoza, Leibniz, Locke, 
Condillac, Hartley, Helvetius, Diderot, and 
Rousseau, revealing revolutions unprecedented 
in the history of man. And in so doing he 
shows the limitations of rationalism, bringing 
into clear focus the dangers of our lingering 
inheritance. For, he says, quoting Reinhold 
Niebuhr, "No cumulation of contradictory 
evidence seems to disturb modern man's good 
opinion of himself." 
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L THE REJECTION OF 
THE THEORY OF 
NATURAL LAW 



The purpose of these discourses is to examine some 
of the ideas of the Enlightenment that have had a con 
tinuing importance in the thought of the modern world. 
Such a statement of purpose probably seems, in our 
present state of mind, to promise only one more cere 
mony of praise and gratitude for the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries. The very designation of a period 
as one of enlightenment implies, of course, that we 
rejoice over the great intellectual progress achieved at 
that time and congratulate ourselves on inheriting all 
its manifold benefits. We recall that Europe then 
turned scientific and stopped burning witches. Every 
body accepted the fact that the earth is round and 
revolves around the sun, and not the sun around the 
earth. The nature of electricity was discovered. Great 
advances were made also in the practical arts and 
sciences, and the steam engine was invented. In politi 
cal thought people became more rational and demo 
cratic. The critical spirit was permitted free play in 
religion and philosophy as never before. In a word, 
the Enlightenment was the period when Europe really 
emerged from the Middle Ages and the Modern Mind 
was born. 

It is not my purpose, however, to repeat this familiar 
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strain. And it is naturally impossible in such a short 
compass to present a thorough or even a well-balanced 
survey of the great intellectual movements of two cen 
turies. We must limit ourselves to the discussion of a 
few related, but central, themes themes related be 
cause they are all concerned with the important urge 
of man to understand himself and his condition on this 
planet. We shall find that some modern ideas, cur 
rently regarded as of recent origin, were widely ac 
cepted two or three centuries ago. It may be worth 
while to study them in their historical setting, in their 
early appearances, and in that context to reassess them 
and inquire into their truth and their value. There is an 
advantage for critical thought in this psychological 
distance. We can more calmly observe these familiar 
ideas as they operated in the past, far from our own 
heated controversies. We are in a better position to 
judge and evaluate them as we observe what thinkers 
did with them in a distant time, and what they did with 
thinkers. At any rate, it is with this general purpose, 
and in this critical spirit, that I wish to direct your 
attention to some ideas of men and society in the En 
lightenment. 

It is surely a commonplace that new ideas often 
make old ideas seem valueless, or at least out-of-date. 
The history of a great intellectual change, such as the 
Enlightenment, must record the significant abandon 
ment of the old as well as the acceptance of the new. 
First, I propose to speak primarily about an old idea 
which was thought in the Enlightenment to have be- 
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come obsolete. I believe that this approach to our gen 
eral theme will quickly get us to the heart of the whole 
matter. 

It has been observed many times by many people 
that words of common use are far more complex than 
scientific terms, and far more difficult of definition. 
They trouble the lexicographer far more than the tech 
nical terminology devised by scientists. They also trou 
ble the philosopher, and even the layman when he is 
unavoidably faced with philosophical problems. Two 
such words, both crucial in philosophical and ethical 
thinking, are law and nature. Both have in common 
usage more than one meaning, and indeed meanings 
that are mutually contradictory. Even philosophers 
have down through the centuries been confused by 
them. They have been important words in the history 
of our Western civilization for more than two thousand 
years important in speculative thought and equally 
important for their bearing on the vital issues in our 
practical conduct of life. 

Before we look at their history, let us scrutinize for 
a moment some of the various meanings of these two 
words with which we are all familiar. By Nature we 
commonly mean such phenomena as are studied in 
the sciences, or, more broadly, phenomena which ac 
tually exist. But then we also speak of the nature of a 
living thing to designate its potentiality, not what it 
actually is, but what it might become under certain 
conditions. And we have art, which in one breath we 
contrast with nature and in the next declare to be an 



4 The Brave New World 

idealization of nature, what the French have called 
la belle nature, the achievement of a perfection not to 
be discovered in actuality. In moral thought we prac 
tice the same kind of duality. We repeat the old adage 
of the Stoics that man should live according to Nature. 
We understand them to have meant, of course, not that 
the moral man is one guided hy the laws of physics and 
chemistry, but by laws of an entirely different order, 
by his higher nature, the fidelity to which might on 
occasion require even the disregard of the laws of natu 
ral science. In our daily speech and in our actions we 
acknowledge the fact of the double nature of man. As 
human beings we must perforce live in two worlds, 
one, the world that actually exists, the other, the world 
that ought to be and often is not. Both worlds we call 
Nature. 

As there are two kinds of Nature, there must also 
be two kinds of laws of Nature. There are the natural 
laws of the sciences, which have this peculiarity that 
they are never broken and do not need effort by us to 
sustain them. No convention needs to assemble with 
speeches and committee reports on how to strengthen 
and enforce the law of gravitation. But the other kind 
of law of Nature, the moral law, poses for us, indi 
vidually and collectively, the problem, not only how 
we may be righteous ourselves a heavy enough re 
sponsibility but also how we may make righteousness 
prevail. There is one law for man and one for thing, 
said the sage Emerson. As we are both man and thing, 
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we have both laws to deal with. The great secret is to 
distinguish between them. They are qualitatively dif 
ferent; they require us to operate simultaneously on 
two different levels of experience. We have different 
ways of learning about them, different ways of under 
standing how they are true. We must not apply to the 
one the tests which are applicable only to the other. The 
laws of physical nature are never broken; what seems 
to be an exception turns out to be only the discovery of 
one more law. By this process of investigation our 
knowledge of the laws of the physical world is con 
tinually expanded and improved. But we cannot pro 
ceed in this way with moral laws. When a moral law is 
broken we discover, not a new law, but only one more 
sinner. Moral laws are being broken, have always been 
broken, and presumably always will be broken by us 
human beings, miserable as we are. It is the condition 
of our humanity under which we groan. When Moses 
descended from the mountain with the two tables of 
the Law, he beheld below on the plain his people danc 
ing around a golden calf which they had fashioned to 
be their god. Already the first commandment was 
broken, even as it was being promulgated. When Moses 
broke the stone tablets against the rock, he gave us a 
symbol of the fractures of the laws themselves which 
men have been guilty of in all ages all over the world. 
But the breaking of the tablets did not nullify the Law, 
and the infractions of the moral law likewise do not 
invalidate it. On the contrary, the more numerous and 
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the more flagrant the violations, the more resolutely 
human nature asserts and affirms the principle of the 
law. 

Out of this dichotomy in man there developed the 
great historic tradition of the Law of Nature as a legal 
and moral concept, the concept with which we are now 
to be concerned. Its origins are lost in the mists of 
antiquity. We find Heraclitus of Ephesus about five 
hundred years before Christ saying that the sight of 
injustices among men taught them that there must be 
such a reality as justice, eternal and immutable, and 
that there must therefore be a "divine logos" by which 
"all human laws are nourished/' l It is worth while to 
pause a moment and observe precisely what the process 
was as this early philosopher described it. We note 
that he does not say that certain indolent men of specu 
lative temperament sit and dream about a divine logos, 
a rational principle of an imaginary world above us, 
and then look at the actual world about them and de 
clare it imperfect. The process, as Heraclitus described 
it, moves in the opposite direction, from the actual to 
the ideal. Men saw injustices, they were disturbed, they 
had to pass judgment on these practices. But as they 
passed judgment they were inevitably invoking a law. 
Where is this law, and what is its nature? It may or 
may not be written on the tables, it may or may not as 
yet have been decreed by authority. But when men 
recognized injustice and judged it as such, they thereby 
committed themselves to the idea of justice; call it 
what you will, call it the moral law, the conscience of 
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mankind, the sense of decency, the Law of Nature, we 
cannot escape it without reducing human beings to 
mere things. The law for man is different from the law 
for thing; we live in a world of standards and values; 
every day we live is a day of judgment. 

About all we can say, then, about the origin of the 
doctrine of the Law of Nature is that it sprang out of 
the constitution of human nature. How it developed in 
early Greek thought is obscure, but Aristotle in his 
lectures on rhetoric in the fourth century before Christ 
informed his young students that the Law of Nature 
was good enough and common enough as accepted le 
gal doctrine to be useful in pleading cases at law. He 
even illustrates and fortifies his statement by quoting 
the speech of Antigone in the play by Sophocles in 
which this heroine appeals to an eternal law, higher 
than any edict of the state: 

Not* of to-day nor yesterday 
Is this the law, but ever hath it life, 
And no man knoweth whence it came or how. 2 

This doctrine of the Law of Nature, which emerged 
so obscurely in Greek thought, passed, primarily 
through the influence of Cicero, into Roman philoso 
phy and legal thought and thence into the main stream 
of Western civilization. For nearly two thousand years 
it was one of the controlling principles of juristic phi 
losophy and international law. Its history has been 
studied by many learned scholars and a bibliography 
of the subject would alone run into a volume. But we 
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are fortunately not so much concerned with the details 
of the history of the doctrine as with its essential nature 
and importance, its importance for the past, for our 
time, for any time. And one of the best and most per 
suasive interpreters of it was none other than Cicero. 

His treatise on the principles of law, De Legibus, 
is really a charming informal dialogue between him 
self, his friend Atticus, and his brother Quintus. 3 Cic 
ero is enjoying a holiday from his busy life of law and 
politics in the capital city. On his country estate at 
Arpinum he converses leisurely with his friends under 
the famous Marian oak or on the banks of the river 
Liris. They press him to use his "olds and ends of 
time" to write a treatise on the civil laws of Rome. But 
Cicero rejects the idea of producing only another hand 
book for practicing lawyers. "To what task are you 
urging me?" he replies. "Do you want me to write a 
treatise on the law of eaves-troughs and house walls? 
Or to compose formulas for contracts and court docu 
ments?" No, said Atticus, write on the laws of the ideal 
state: "For I note that this was done by your beloved 
Plato, whom you admire, revere above all others, and 
love above all others." 

Cicero is thus drawn into an immediate discussion 
of the nature of law as a philosophical concept, digest 
ing into his exposition the doctrines of the Stoics and 
die spirit of his beloved Plato. He will not discuss the 
laws regarding eaves troughs or the liability due to 
rickety walls, but will try to set forth the source of law, 
the right principles of law, and its proper value and 
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function in the life of mankind. In such a discussion, 
he says, the civil law will be confined to a small and 
narrow corner. The subject must be treated broadly; 
in searching into it we must bring out clearly "what 
Nature's gifts to man are, what a wealth of excellent 
possessions the human mind enjoys, what the purpose 
is to strive after and to accomplish which we have been 
born and placed in this world, what it is that unites 
men, and what natural fellowship there is among them. 
It is only after all these things have been made clear," 
says Cicero, "that the origin of Law and Justice can be 
discovered." 

Let us try to reduce his informal utterances to a 
system. First of all, we can gather what he thinks is a 
mistaken conception of law. The science of law can 
not be based merely on a digest of the edicts of praetors 
or other government authorities. It cannot be learned, 
Cicero remarks, "from the many pestilential statutes 
which nations put in force. These no more deserve to 
be called laws than the rules a band of robbers might 
pass in their assembly." Nor can we found the princi 
ples of Justice on "the decrees of peoples, the edicts of 
princes, or the decisions of judges," lest we find our 
selves committed to agreeing that "justice would sanc 
tion robbery and adultery and forgery of wills, in case 
these acts were approved by the votes or decrees of the 
populace." Votes and decrees cannot change the Laws 
of Nature nor make the bad into good. Clearly, Cicero 
is not satisfied with the theory that law is in the last 
analysis only a command issued by powerful author- 
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ity. That, he says, is the vulgar crowd's definition of 
law. As we shall see in a moment, it is just this vulgar 
crowd's definition of law that has dominated juristic 
thought in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries,, since 
the Enlightenment. 

On the positive side, what Cicero insists on is a con 
ception of law such as would make it irreconcilable, 
not merely with political anarchy, but also with moral 
anarchy. We must be granted that it is legitimate to 
inquire whether the justice being actually administered 
is just. We must therefore search for the origin of law 
and justice, he says, not in the opinions of men, nor in 
the will of those in position to command, but in Nature. 
This Nature can be known by the reason of man when 
it is full grown and so perfected that it can rightly be 
called wisdom. Cicero is not here referring to the dis 
cursive reason or the reason of scientific method, but 
to an immediate and intuitive apprehension of moral 
and spiritual values. This is, indeed, the divine element 
in man. For reason, 4 Cicero insists, is the first common 
possession of man and God. "But those who have rea 
son in common, must also have right reason in com 
mon. And since right reason is Law, we must believe 
that men have Law also in common with the gods. Fur 
ther, those who share Law must also share Justice: and 
those who share these are to be regarded as members 
of the same commonwealth. If indeed they obey the 
same authorities and powers, this is true in a far 
greater degree; but as a matter of fact they do obey 
this celestial System, the divine mind, and the God of 
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transcendent power. Hence/' concludes Cicero, "we 
must now conceive of this whole universe as one com 
monwealth of which both gods and men are members." 

Obviously, this is a Nature not to be discovered by 
physical science. It is a moral universe, different from 
the physical universe, and one in which, as Cicero re 
peatedly emphasizes, all men have common citizen 
ship and all men are equal. The Law of Nature must 
therefore be conceived of as existing before any writ 
ten law and as continuing to exist in spite of the actual 
ity of bad laws and inequitable decrees, because it is 
Right Reason, understandable by man, but existing in 
the divine mind as the source of law and justice. 

All this may not sound much like the conversation 
of a lawyer in our Christian land, but it impressed the 
lawyers of the Roman Empire, who adopted Cicero's 
little treatise as a classic. The doctrine of the Law of 
Nature made its way among the jurists of the Empire, 
and almost six hundred years after Cicero it was writ 
ten into the preamble of the Justinian Code. It was 
taken over by the early Church Fathers and St. Augus 
tine, and in the Middle Ages the great mind of Thomas 
Aquinas organized the previous ideas about it into an 
impressive system which dominated speculation on the 
subject for centuries. Among the many later treatises 
bearing on it, it must suffice to mention The Laws of 
Ecclesiastical Polity by the English divine Richard 
Hooker, published in 1594, and the great treatise on 
international law published by the Dutch scholar Gro- 
tius in 1625. The Law of Nature was not regarded as 
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an abstruse or esoteric doctrine by the general public 
of the Renaissance. What we call "international law" 
they called "the Law of Nature and of Nations," and 
that phrase was sufficiently understandable to the aver 
age man for Shakespeare to incorporate it several times 
in the dialogue of his plays. "When a contemporary of 
Shakespeare, the great lawyer Sir Edward Coke, de 
clared that "Reason is the life of the law; nay, the 
common law is itself nothing but reason," he was in 
effect claiming that the Law of Nature was the guiding 
spirit of the English Common Law. Our more modern 
world is also far more indebted to this ancient doctrine 
than it would like to acknowledge. When we say that 
certain Rights are Natural, we are speaking the lan 
guage of Cicero and Hooker, not of anthropology. To 
look more specifically to our American heritage, we 
have the proposition which we have just found also in 
Cicero, that all men are created equal. This proposition 
may be examined as a scientific statement by the dis 
cursive reason; but if understood strictly on this level, 
it can obviously not be proved true, whether considered 
as psychology or sociology or anthropology or physiol 
ogy. The proposition can appear to be true only as it is 
apprehended by the intuitive reason, and in that sense, 
as the Declaration of Independence says, it is self- 
evident, and scientific demonstration is irrelevant. As 
we reflect on this and other similiar principles basic 
16 oiir American ideals and our philosophy of law, we 
can realize that as a people we are really deeply com- 
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mitted to the Right Reason of the tradition of Natural 
Law. 4 

However, in the eighteenth century we come into a 
climate of opinion in many ways unfavorable to the 
doctrine of the Law of Nature. In this climate the vener 
able plant of the centuries seemed to be dying, and was 
indeed by many people thought as good as dead. New 
intellectual interests, new modes of thinking, new doc 
trines, took the place of the old. The Law of Nature was 
subjected to a continuous destructive criticism by a 
succession of great and influential writers all over Eu 
rope. Attacks on the Law of Nature are, indeed, just 
about as ancient as the doctrine itself. But from the 
sixteenth to the eighteenth century these attacks were 
gaining in frequency, prestige, and influence. They 
were a part of the great revolution of human thought 
which we call the Enlightenment. By the year 1800 the 
Law of Nature had come to be generally dismissed as a 
relic of medievalism or worse, and its rejection as a 
distinguishing mark of an emancipated modern 
mind. 

The tone and manner of these attacks may be well 
illustrated already in Montaigne, who of all the great 

the enlighten oi readers 
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of the educated and 



half-educated people of Europe. He was one of the 
most successful popularizers of all time. His scathing 
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strictures on the Law of Nature will probably sound 
quite familiar to us, even as we read them in the anti 
quated English of Florio's translation. There is, first, 
the sceptical objection that there does not seem to be, t 

tQ wb* 1 ^ ese Laws of 



Nature. OZG> aox even how many there are. 

What goodness is that [Montaigne asked scornfully] 
which but yesterday I saw in credit and esteem, and to 
morrow to have lost all reputation, and that the crossing of 
a river is made a crime? What truth is that, which these 
mountains bound, and is a lie in the world beyond? But they 
are pleasant, when to allow the Laws some certainty, they 
say that there be some firm, perpetual and immovable, which 
they call Natural, and by the condition of their proper es 
sence are imprinted in mankind: of which some make three 
in number, some four, some more, some less: an evident 
token that it is a mark as doubtful as the rest. 

This was the sceptical dialectic of ancient Pyrrho 
nism, which Montaigne learned from the writings of 
Sextus Empiricus. By it he was emancipated, not only 
from the doctrine of the Law of Nature, but from all 
belief in any universal moral truth ascertainable by 
reason. What then is morality? It is nothing, he an 
swered, but custom: 

The laws of conscience which we say to proceed from 
nature, j3SU^Jp^d*s^^ every man holding in 
special regard, and in inward veneration the opinions ap 
proved, and customs received about him, cannot without re- 
motse leave them, nor without applause apply himself unto 
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Any investigation into the source or origin of our 
sacred laws must be disillusioning, and even dan 
gerous: 

Laws take their authority from possession and custom 
[he argued]. It is dangerous to reduce them to their begin 
ning: In rolling on, they swell, and grow greater and greater, 
as do our rivers: Ealkw them upward^unto their. source* 
and _you will find them but a- bubble of water, scarce to be 
discerned, which is gliding 30 proud, and gathers so much 
Strength. 5 

These are arguments with a modern ring. People who 
do not know any other Latin can tell us that the word 
"moral" is derived from mores, meaning "custom. 95 

But for a really striking modern analogue to Mon 
taigne we can go to learned authority, to Justice Oliver 
Wendell Holmes, who was fond of making merry with 
the doctrine of the Law of Nature. Writing in the Har 
vard Law Review in 1918 he said: 

What we love and revere most is generally determined 
by early associations, I love granite rocks and barberry 
bushes, no doubt because with them were my earliest joys 
that reach back through the past eternity of my life. . . . 
The jurists who believe in natural law seem to me to be in 
that naive state of mind that accepts what has been familiar 
and accepted by them and their neighbors as something that 
must be accepted by all men everywhere. 

Thus Justice Holmes, like Montaigne three centuries 
earlier, dissipated the ethical imperative into mere 
custom. With all proper respect to the memory of the 
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great Justice, we cannot allow that he here shows him 
self either a sound moral philosopher or a competent 
introspective psychologist. He surely misunderstood 
his own nature. There is a profound difference between 
the enjoyment of granite in a landscape and the ap 
probation we bestow on granite in the human character. 
The two states of mind have quite different relations 
to the constitution of human nature. The Justice is gen 
erally reported to have had granite in his character, 
and we may be sure that he would have had an ade 
quate reply to any counsel before the Court who would 
have had the temerity to suggest that the nine men in 
black gowns were so many bundles of inherited custom 
and prejudice. 

But heckling is the popular dialectic of the modern 
world, and it has been the favorite procedure of those 
who wanted to dispose of the Law of Nature as a princi 
ple of jurisprudence. The question then arises, if the 
Law of Nature is eliminated, what principle takes its 
place? Law must have authority, and there is little au 
thority in mere custom. There is only one alternative, 
power or might. As the German language has it, we 
must choose between Recht and Macht. If law does not 
have in itself an inherent imperative, such as we can 
recognize and willingly subject ourselves to, then law 
will have to secure our submission by force. Of course, 
all government must have might; we are all of the opin 
ion that we are overtaxed, but we pay our taxes because 
we have to. However, if we insist on a complete sever 
ance between law and ethics, if we deny that there is 
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any higher law to which both king and subject must 
bow, then we bestow upon whatever kings there are an 
absolute power; in a democracy we must accept as in 
escapable a jungle warfare of politics in which various 
factions and interests play a complicated game in an 
effort to control the law for their own selfish purposes. 
Such developments could be abundantly illustrated 
from ancient and modern history. But are such ideas 
seriously advanced as legal theory? The answer is that 
they are, and by very respectable authority; they are 
modern ideas. Brooks Adams was a scion of the noble 
stock of the Adams family of Massachusetts, though it 
might be thought that he, like his brother Henry Adams, 
represents it in a late and deteriorated stage. In 1906 
he published a volume with the title, Civilization and 
the Law. Here are some representative passages: 

The rules of the law are established by the self-interest of 
the dominant class, so far as it can impose its will upon those 
who are weaker. . . . There are no abstract legal principles, 
any more than there is an abstract animal apart from in 
dividual animals. . . . The law is the resultant of die con 
flict of forces which arises from the struggle for existence 
among men. Ultimately these forces become fused under the 
necessity of obtaining expression through a single mouth 
piece, and that fusion, effected under pressure, we call the 
will of the sovereign. . . . The dominant class, whether it 
be priests or usurers or soldiers or bankers, wiB shape the 
law to favor themselves, and that code will most nearly ap 
proach the ideal of justice of each particular age which 
most perfectly favors the dominant class. . . . Law is not 
the command of a sovereign, assuming the Sovereign to be 
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a power apart from the subject community. Law is the re 
sultant of social forces, and the Sovereign is the vent through 
which this resultant expresses itself. 6 

It is entirely possible that this description by Adams 
has in it a good deal of sociological fact, although one 
might question whether sociology has as yet shown that 
the struggle ends quite so automatically in fusion. Cu 
riously, Adams sounds very much like an indignant 
satirist. But were he a satirist, he would have been con 
trasting what is with what should be and thus have im 
plied a standard of justice; he would have demanded 
that men of honor and principle should step in and 
restore order. But Adams was writing scientific sociol 
ogy, not satire; he was not a reformer or a Hebrew 
prophet, hut a thorough and unflinching disciple of 
that scientific movement of the nineteenth century rep 
resented by Auguste Comte, who called his philosophi 
cal sociology Positivism. And we are concerned here, 
not with the question whether there is an element of 
truth in the description of actual society which Adams 
presented, but with quite another question: what can 
scientific positivism do for us in the way of giving us 
a satisfactory theory of law, and, by implication, of 
ethics and human nature? What Adams gives us is a 
depressing view, sour enough to satisfy the hereditary 
taste of the Adams family, but unfortunately plunging 
us into a theoretical fatalism which unbraces our moral 
muscle and, indeed, constitutes a negation of the great 
moral force and energy of Brooks Adams's own an 
cestors. 
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Scientific positivism cannot escape from the conse 
quences of its own theory and its own method. Since it 
limits itself strictly to a description of what actually 
is, it cannot transgress beyond that into the sphere of 
what ought to be ; therefore it has to deny itself not only 
satire, which is a form of criticism, but any and all con 
ceptions of ideal law and ethics. As applied to govern 
ment, the theory inevitably leads to the conclusion that 
the government which has the power de facto is the 
source of law, that law is nothing but the commands of 
those who have the power, that there is no other test or 
criterion by which we can pass judgment on a law as 
good or bad, that we may indeed rise in revolt against 
authority if we feel injured and have sufficient re 
sources, but that to condemn it morally is unscientific, 
and to ask whether our justice is just is simply unreal 
and futile. 

As is often the case with modern ideas, the Posi 
tivism of the nineteenth century was an old philosophy 
with modern refinements. We can equally well study 
its dilemma in juristic theory by examining the ideas 
of Thomas Hobbes, who in the seventeenth century de 
veloped a comprehensive scientific philosophy of hu 
man nature, of morals, and of society and government 
Hobbes was a heretic; 



'"There is no such summum bonum [or 
greatest good]/' he said, "as is spoken of in the books 
of the old Moral Philosophers." Moral laws cannot be 
universal, for there is nothing universal but names. But 
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Hobbes was sure that one thing all men desired, and 
that was peace and quiet. However, all men are also 
selfish, so completely selfish that any unselfish motive 
or act is psychologically impossible. As he built up his 
system {Jobbes therefore arrived at the conclusion that 
the only way peace could be secured on earth was by a 
government so strong that it could force all the selfish 
sjJbjeucts iato a harmonious submission. 

Thus he became the philosopher of political abso 
lutism. L^vv^he defined as t nothing but ^command, not 
the command of any man to any man, but of such au 
thority as has sufficient coercive power over the sub 
ject, who is in turn bound by the institution of govern 
ment to obey. Laws thus become the measure of justice 
and injustice, not justice the measure of the law. Nor is 
law something on which men can exercise their reason; 
for, as he explains, law Jsjaw ^^sim^lxbecausejtjs ,th^ 
jsdJLofjdbje ; soTCreign^^ow^^e argues that any mem 
ber of a society is presumed to have given over all his 
rights to the sovereign power of government, that the 
subject has therefore given carte blanche approval in 
advance to anything government might do, and conse 
quently "that nothing the sovereign power can do to a 
subject, on what pretence soever, can properly be called 
injustice or injury." With inscrutable nonchalance 
Hobbes illustrates this new twist which he gives to the 
old maxim that the king can do no wrong. He brings up 
the case of David, who, after seducing Bathsheba, sent 
her bmsband Uriah to the hottest battle front, where 
heiyas killed* This action, Hobbes explains, "was not 



The Theory of Natural Law 21 

an injury to Uriah; but to God. Not to Uriah, because 
the right to do what [the King] pleased was given him 
by Uriah himself: and yet to God, because David was 
God's .suLjefit* 



qf Nature." This reference to the Law of Nature is a 
useless concession, an insulting irony; so quick-witted 
a man as Hobbes must have been aware that he was 
making the principle of justice not only extralegal, but 
extraterrestrial as well, and therefore offering no de 
liverance to any oppressed person in the whole mud 
dled world. He does not allow either law or justice to 
be amenable to any discussion by reason. Law is pure 
and 



Well, Hobbes had his day of glory, and it is long 
since passed. But plausible ideas do not die with their 
champions, but reappear with new vigor when the 
climate becomes favorable to them. And a theory of 
law and sovereignty, essentially as Hobbes formulated 
it, was advanced by the scientific jurisprudence of the 
nineteenth century. A highly respected and influential 
exponent of it was John Austin, whose lectures between 
1830 and 1860 at the universities of London and Ox 
ford went into many editions and enjoyed the standing 
of a classic. Austin defined law as "a rule laid down 
for the guidance of an intelligent being by an intelli 
gent being having power over him." By the qualifica 
tion of intelligence he did not, however, admit anything 
like the right reason of the Natural Law tradition; he 
explained that he only meant to exclude animals from 
the sphere of law. He held that the only test of the 
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validity of a law is whether the sovereign has the power 
to enforce it by inflicting evil or pain. 8 Like Hobbes, 
Austin thus erased any distinction between de jure and 
de facto; both severed law from morality or justice, 
and both accepted the only conclusion left to them^of 
basing law on force. In the settled and quiet age of 
Victorian England such a theory advanced by a lec 
turer at Oxford did not arouse any public commotion. 
Those interested in the subject accepted it as one more 
step forward in modern intellectual progress. 

What happened was that in the nineteenth century 
international law as well as all other departments of 
legal theory became scientific and positivistic. Down 
into the eighteenth century the Law of Nature had been 
accepted by all European nations as the foundation of 
international law. One has only to look into the great 
authoritative treatises of Grotius, Puffendorf, and 
Wolff. No written covenant with signatures affixed was 
then considered necessary to outlaw such atrocities in 
war as poisoning wells or shooting a soldier approach 
ing with a white flag. But in the nineteenth century this 
unscientific doctrine could no longer be honored, and a 
new principle was adopted that international law is 
only whatis contained in signed treaties-and^ovenanis, 
apd bmdiiig QXily on tho&e who haws%aed. When most 
of the nations were involved in World War II and a 
mass of treaties consequently voided, a professor of 
political science threw up his hands in despair: "There 
is no longer any international law. I am a professor of 
international law, and I have no subject matter/* And 
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when the war was over and the trials for war crimes 
began, unforeseen difficulties appeared. The Nurem 
berg Tribunal, for instance, proceeded on the princi 
ples of positive law; that is, that there can be no con 
viction for a crime if there is no statute binding on the 
accused and defining the crime and decreeing the pun 
ishment for it. There are legal authorities who argue 
that the Court was able to surmount this difficulty only 
by tacitly admitting the applicability of Natural Law 
principles, stating that these trials were a "question of 
justice." It was going beyond the principles of scien 
tific jurisprudence to say, as the Court did: "So far 
from it being unjust to punish him, it would be unjust 
if his wrong were allowed to go unpunished." 9 

But it is not necessary to accumulate numbers of 
such situations in which it has been found expedient 
to appeal beyond the limitations of a scientific juris 
prudence to the authority of the Law of Nature, or, if 
the expression is preferred, to the conscience of man 
kind. Reference has been made earlier to the popu 
larity in our era of the doctrine of Natural Rights, In 
this realm of thought the whole modern world on this 
side of the Iron Curtain seems in agreement, and the 
whole modern world thus unwittingly pays its homage 
to Natural Law. For the doctrine of .N*Bi 
Jboth historically and lagically a ji dmmfep 

iijcj 



Strangely enough, the modern public does not seem to 
see the connection, even though the word Natural as 
sumes exactly the same preconception in both phrases. 
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There are tens of thousands who shout confidently 
about their Natural Rights for one who has given even 
a thought to Natural Law. This contraction of the prin 
ciple of Law into Rights is a misfortune of modern 
thought which must be blamed on the Enlightenment. 
It was John Locke, more than any other one man, who 
prepared the modern world for the idea that Natural 
Rights could stand independent, and self-sustaining. 

By this severance of Rights from Law he provided 
the central doctrine of revolutionary thought for the 
eighteenth century and down to our time. Viscount 
Bryce remarked, somewhat inaccurately, that the doc 
trine "which had been for nearly two thousand years a 
harmless maxim, almost a commonplace of morality, 
was thus converted into a mass of dynamite which shat 
tered an ancient monarchy and shook the European 
continent." 10 Bryce surely minimized unduly the Law 
of Nature in describing it as a harmless commonplace 
of morality, but he was obviously correct about the 
explosive force of the doctrine of Natural Rights. 
"Whenever it is pressed hard and unqualified by the 
idea of Law, the doctrine of Rights leads to revolution, 
disruption, and excessive individualism. Everybody 
wants his rights and everybody is ready to secede to get 
them. One of the reasons for the precarious state of 
Western civilization at the present moment, for its lack 
of cohesiveness, is the universal insistence on rights 
without a balancing emphasis on obligations JButjighis 
dojac^exi^t, morally or legally, except under laws; 
otherwise the demmdrf or rights, whethersacred or not, 
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becomes an uncontrollable centrifugal and anarchic 
force. 

However, the doctrine of Natural Rights has the 
merit that it once more reunites law and morality. Its 
present popularity may eventually lead our age to a 
more sympathetic and understanding interest in Natu 
ral Law. When the corollary proposition is received 
with such general approbation, there should be a hear 
ing for the theorem from which it is derived. There is, 
indeed, some substantial ground for such a hope. Since 
late in the nineteenth century there has been a signif 
icant reaction in juristic thought against positivistic 
jurisprudence and a greater reliance on Natural Law, 
not only in this country but in Europe. The Fourth 
Hague Convention of 1907 stated explicitly in its Pre 
amble that the "laws of humanity" and the "dktat& 
of the public conscience" are part of international law. 
Roscoe Pound, dean of the Harvard Law School, ob 
served in the Harvard Law Review in 1911 that "it is 
not an accident that something very like a resurrection 
of natural law is going on the world over." One has 
only to look into our current law reviews and into the 
new scholarly works on jurisprudence coming every 
year from the press, to appreciate that the question of 
the nature of law is really agitating our own time. It 
must be a basic problem, because, unless we under 
stand it rightly, we cannot understand ourselves or 
the constitution.of human nature. We are so made that 
in a society of human beings we must have both Might 
and Right operating; but we must decide which is the 
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superior principle; there is no third alternative. This 
is not an academic problem that can be left to the de 
liberations of specialists in political science; it is the 
concern of all humanity. Shakespeare, a shrewd ob 
server of human nature, put in the mouth of the saga 
cious Ulysses, in Troilus and Cressida, a prediction as 
to what would happen to mankind if "force should be 
right": 

then right and wrong 

Should lose their names, and so should justice too. 
Then everything includes itself in power, 
Power into will, will into appetite. 
And appetite, a universal wolf, 
So doubly seconded with will and power, 
Must make perforce a universal prey, 
And last eat up itself. 

For a generation we have been threatened with this 
very danger. 

In the : Middle ,Age& one of the subjects for dispute 
in the schools was whether it is jus quia jussum or jus 
quia justum, is it Jaw: because. ili&j;ommanded,aE-be 
cause it is right. This is not such an empty quibble on 
words as it may sem. For if we believe that law is law 
merely because it is enforced upon us, we can be obe 
dient but we can never feel within ourselves any moral 
allegiance to it. The man who never obeys a law for 
any other reason than his fear of the penalty is not 
really a good citizen, even though he may be shrewd 
enough to remain all his life peaceable; Cicero says of 
such a man that he is merely thick-skinned. Of course, 
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all of us obey the laws, whether we think them good or 
bad, because we want to avoid the penalties. But we 
must have something more than this, some better mo 
tive for observing the law, if we are to have a good 
society. We can be citizens of a truly good society only 
as we recognize that the law, however faulty, is the at 
tempt of man to establish justice; that it is the attempt 
to make operative in human society those universal 
principles of right which can be apprehended by Right 
Reason, The approbation and homage which we give 
to the law when we recognize it as justice, this, said 
Cicero in antiquity, unites all men everywhere in a 
common citizenship this, said Edmund Burke in mod 
ern times, is the one sure and strong ligament of human 
society. 




//. THE NEW PROMISE 
OF SCIENCE 



The seventeenth century inaugurated a new epoch in 
the history of tRe human mind by its many brilliant 
discoveries in mathematics and science. The greatest 
of them all, the one which most profoundly influenced 
all the habits of thought of the modern world, was the 
discovery that all motion can be measured mathemat 
ically. This discovery was achieved step by step by a 
succession of scientists and mathematicians over a 
period of nearly one hundred years. We need not fol 
low in detail its complicated history; we must restrict 
ourselves to some salient features of it. The problem 
that disturbed the scientists of the time was, at least to 
begin with, primarily astronomical, raised by the new 
Copernican astronomy and made more acute by the 
careful observations of the orbits of the planets around 
the sun. It had been believed from time immemorial 
that these orbits were perfect circles, and that as the 
symbols of the divine perfection of the Creator they 
could not conceivably be anything but circular. But 
now the observations of the astronomers xeveale<I that 
th^y.were in fact elliptical, and that the .universe was 
therefore irrational and lawless.. It was a profound 
shock to astronomers as well as to other people to learn 
that the heavenly bodies were rambling about in such 
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an irregular and unpredictable a manner. The lament 
of John Donne in 1611 is well known: 

And new philosophy calls all in doubt, 

The element of fire is quite put out; 

The sun is lost, and th' earth, and no mans -wit 

Can well direct him where to look for it. ... 

'Tis all in pieces, all coherence gone; 

All just supply, and all relation. 1 

The new idea of the earth as a planet revolving around 
the sun produced no such dismay as the scientific dem 
onstration which seemed to reduce the world to chaos 
and disorder. 

But even as Donne was writing, science was already 
beginning to advance toward the true principle of 
order. Qjdjleojwas studying the swinging of the chan 
delier in the cathedral of Pisa and dropping weights 
from the leaning tower. He found that both motions 
were measurable, that mathematical formulas were 
applicable to both. This revelation may be considered 
to mark the beginning of the new philosophy of mo 
tion. But mathematics did not as yet have the means 
for reducing planetary orbits to measurement. This 
deficiency was soon made good, however, as two or 
three generations of enthusiastic mathematicians all 
over Europe developed this study with amazing rapid 
ity, and among many other discoveries learned how 
to apply mathematics to any kind of curve. Finally, 
SJjJsaaeJ^ aJljhis kTiJrafed&e by computr 

ing the orbit of the moon aroTOdAoeaxtli^ii^^ 

dimple motions, a forward motion of the 
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moon of a certain velocity, and a second motion of the 
moon falling toward the earth by force of gravitation. 
By computing these two motions and their modification 
of one another, Newton demonstrated that the orbit of 
the moon can be stated in terms of mathematics and 
that it can be predicted as far into the future as one 
might wish to compute. The same methods were nat 
urally applicable to the orbits of planets around the 
sun. Order was thus restored to the universe; and this 
order was not something speculative, not a matter of 
faith, but computed and demonstrated by mathematics* 

When Newton published his masterpiece, Philoso- 
phiae Naturalis Principia Mathematica, in 1687, he 
placed the keystone in the great arch of mathematical 
astronomy and physics. Natmal philosophy had ar 
rived at the absolute certainty of mathematics. As the 
total of such a measurable nature must ever be con 
stant quantitatively, Newton advanced the necessary 
corollary of the conservation of matter and energy, that 
is, that in the whole universe there is never any loss of 
either matter or energy. As human beings are also part 
of this mechanism, Newton provided modern materi 
alistic philosophy with a fresh orientation in mathe 
matical physics. 

Newtcm hjmself^ however, did not draw any materi 
alistic deductions from his science; he was a religious 
man as well as a cautious scientist, and he stoppedhshort 
of philosophy. Put long before he gave the world his 
triumphant demonstration, even while he was still in 
the cradle, other philosophers, less cautious, jumped 
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to the conclusion that the new philosophy ef motion 
was as good as demonstrated already and that it should 
be applicable not only to physics and astronomy hut 
also to man and society. Among the most notable of 
these was Thomas Hobbe. "> 

Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679) became a philoso 
pher by sheer chance. Up to the age of forty he was just 
another Oxford graduate, earning his living as a tutor 
and traveling companion to the sons of an aristocratic 
family. He had never studied mathematics at Oxford; 
but at the age of forty he picked up a copy of Euclid's 
Geometry and read it through with a sense of a great 
revelation; here was the first and only book he had ever 
found in which every proposition was absolutely in 
controvertible. Why were there no other books like it? 
And why not write a philosophy of man and society, 
that troublesome subject of controversy in all past ages, 
in a similar style of step by step demonstration? This 
project Hobbes decided to make his own. About this 
time he also learned about Galileo's study of motions, 
and his basic equipment was complete. By analyzing 
the psychology of man in terms of motion and setting 
forth his exposition as nearly as possible in the manner 
of geometrical reasoning, he elaborated in a long se 
ries of books what he confidently believed was a defin 
itive and conclusive solution to the problem of the na 
ture of man and society. Jjobbes spiced his style with 
sometimes with that Supercilious 



ness which is so becoming in a modern speaking of his 
predecessors, Geometry, he said, "is the only science 
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that it hath pleased God hitherto to bestow on man 
kind." 2 For the want of this method all previous phi 
losophy had been absurd, whereas by means of this 
method all moral and political problems could have 
been solved long ago and peace have been established 
on earth. In the Epistle Dedicatory to De cive he 
strikes this modern note: 

Truly the Geometricians have very admirably performed 
their part ... If the moral philosophers had as happily 
discharged their duty, I know not what could have been 
added by human industry to the completion of that happi 
ness, which is consistent with human life. For were the na 
ture of human actions as distinctly known as the nature of 
quantity in geometrical figures, the strength of avarice and 
ambition, "which is sustained by the erroneous opinions of 
the vulgar, as touching the nature of right and wrong, would 
presently faint and languish; and mankind should enjoy 
such an immortal peace, that (unless it were for habitation, 
on supposition that the earth should grow too narrow for 
her inhabitants) there would hardly be left any pretence for 
war. 3 

Hobbes was one of the first to promise a scientific 
Utopia in which vices would "faint and languish." 

When we examine this new philosophy which prom 
ised peace on earth and the disappearance of vice, we 
find only a crude form of scientific materialism ter 
minating in a most rigorous political absolutism. Man 
is an animal, very much like a machine, with passions, 
appetites, and desires which can never be anything but 
selfish and which therefore can be controlled only by 
a government strong enough to coerce all subjects to 



The New Promise 33 

absolute obedience. As we have already observed, 
Hobbes defined law,, as simply command enforced by 
penalty. He formulated a political philosophy of ab 
solutism more uncompromising than that of any other 
philosopher. It cannot be said that he exerted any prac 
tical influence on any government in his time or later. 
JBut some aspects of his thought fascinated the French 
philosophes of the eighteenth century. And he should 
probably be given the credit of being the first notable 
writer to proclaim that we could solve our social and 
moral problems if we only made our social sciences 
as scientific as mathematics and physics. 

But this was an idea which occurred quite naturally 
to others also in the seventeenth century, when the mar 
velous new developments in mathematics flushed men 
with all sorts of Utopian hopes. Hobbes had a contem 
porary co-worker in France in Descartes, with whom 
he was slightly acquainted. But the two men differed 
greatly in abilities, aims, and methods. Descartes was 
a profound mathematician, whereas Hobbes was little 
more than an amateur; Hobbes was trying to square 
the circle while Descartes was discovering analytical 
geometry. BujJteccartca labored on the filaharaliimjli 



a vast a priori system which should begin like geome 
try with incontestable maxims and deduce from them 
a comprehensive philosophy of the world and man. 
"All Philosophy/' he said, "is like a tree, of which 
Metaphysics is the root, Physics the trunk, and all the 
other sciences the branches that grow out of this trunk, 
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which are reduced to three principal, namely, Medi 
cine, Mechanics, and Ethics. By the science of Morals, 
I understand the highest and most perfect which, pre 
supposing an entire knowledge of the other sciences, 
is the last degree of wisdom." 4 Ethics would thus be, 
not only as certain a science as physics, but a develop 
ment out of the principles of mechanics and physics. 
He confessed to Mersenne in 1630 that he was not mak 
ing the progress he hoped for on an a priori ineiBJcine, 
"based on infallible demonstration," a medicine so 
absolutely certain that it would achieve conquest over 
sickness, the infirmities of old age, and perhaps even 
over death itself. Unfortunately, the system had not 
yet been developed to the point of efficacy when death 
overtook Descartes. But he assured his friend Chanut 
in 1646 that ethics was easier to demonstrate with cer 
tainty than medicine, though he had spent more time 
on the latter. HisAtudyLof^Lyio&, he said, had greatly 
helped him reach incontestable fundamental principles 
ijuetbics/ But he accomplished nothing substantial on 
this vast project; bis universal mathematical science 
was still only , a dream and a hope when he died. 

However, he bequeathed to his successors hisjm^Ehad- 
of constructing etjcu?sy|s.a deductive and infallible &ci- 
enee 5 perhaps itself mathematical in nature, but at 
least proceeding by a ld^^x&3mmg analogous to 
that of mathematics. When Spinoza died in 1677 he 
left in manuscript his great ethical treatise with the 
title Ethica more geometrico demonstrata. The more 
geometrico became quite the fashion in treatises on 
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ethics and law in the late seventeenth century, even as 
late as Christian Wolff's treatise on legal theory, pub 
lished at Halle in 1749, with the title Jus Gentium 
methodo scientifica pertractum. Through Leibnitz we 
discover the now forgotten professor at the University 
of Jena, Erhard Weigel (1625-99), who was in his 
day a notable figure, enjoying a high reputation even 
beyond the narrow world of learning. Among his 
many publications was an Ethica Euclidea, mentioned 
by Leibnitz in a letter in 1663. If we may judge his 
speculations from his Idea Matheseos Universae 
(1669), the only work of his available for inspection, 
he held that the basic principle^ 0L j 



to be ,disc&3^XdJ!^ 

and 



as welLa^jn^^ must be ai&oidiMted^ This 

Pantometria is of course the universal mathematical 
science of which Descartes dreamed. Leibnitz was a 
student at Jena in 1663, and he recalled many years 
later that Weigel had been ingenious in inventing dia 
grams to represent moral aspects and relations, but 
Leibnitz judged these unsatisfactory as "serving the 
memory in the retention and arrangement of ideas 
rather than the judgment in the acquisition of de 
monstrative knowledge/' 6 Though Leibnitz was also 
haunted by the dream of a general or universal science^ 
he was great enough to see the inadequacies of Des 
cartes and the futility of some of the efforts of WeigeL 
The earliest attempts ^ ofJU^ijte_were 
of political 
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In 1669, when he was twenty-five years 
old, he tried to settle by this method the selection of a 
new king for Poland. He published at Danzig a little 
book, Specimen demonstrationum politicarum pro eli- 
gendo rege Polonarum, presenting his argument in the 
geometrical style of sixty propositions, accompanied 
by corollaries, and thus demonstrating that three can 
didates should be excluded and the fourth elected. Two 
years later, when he was in Paris on a diplomatic mis 
sion, he tried a second "Specimen of Political Dem 
onstration" on Louis XIV, in which the geometrical 
method indicated that the French monarch should dis 
patch his armies from the Low Countries to Egypt to 
break the power of the Turk. 

These were, however, youthful efforts, and Leibnitz 
soon undertook a more ambitious project, closer allied 
to the calculus than to geometry, and in method sugges 
tive of the development of modern symbolic logic. He 
was far too subtle to be satisfied with such crude state 
ments as that of Hobbes, that reasoning is merely a 
kind of arithmetic using the processes of addition and 
subtraction. "Wli.ftt-,.bft...fi^ 

sia^^ oa^^ but he 

also understood from the beginning that the logic and 
mathematics available to Descartes were inadequate 
for this purpose. Before l^fiSQ. he began work on an 
encyclopedic treatise, of which only plans and frag 
ments remain. The resemblance of his plan to that of 
Descartes is obvious. He believed that he could dis 
cover a "general science" (scientia generalis) which 
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would include not only geometry (in a transcendent 
form) and mechanics (based on geometry), but also 
a "logique civile" or "logique de la vie" which would 



practical questions andin paJtlioilaxlaJbgal problems 
For this purpose he devised a sort of symbolic mathe 
matical logic which he called "la characteristique uni- 
verselle" by which he hoped to reduce all reasoning 
to a combination of signs, to a calculation. In a letter 
written about 1690 to the Duke of Hanover he ex 
pressed his confidence in this project. This new char 
acteristic (a new way of thinking as well as of writing) 
he called "le juge des controverses" and he regarded 
it as an infallible method of settling disputes. "If con 
troversies were to arise," he said, "there would be no 
more need of disputation between two philosophers 
than between two accountants. For it would suffice for 
them to take their pencils in their hands, to sit down 
to their slates, and to say to each other (with a friepd 
to witness, if they liked) , 'Let us calculate.' 'fTTLeib- 
nitz could only have completed this system, it would 
have settled for us all our moral, social, and political 
problems, giving us such foresight, as a French scholar 
has put it, as though we had been present and over 
heard all the secrets of God at the creation of the 
world. 8 

As this furor mathematicus continued unabated into 
the eighteenth century it is not surprising that Pope 
mentions it in his Diwciad. Pope was no mathemati 
cian, but it seems likely that he had something more 
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than circle-squarers in mind when Dulness triumphs 
over Science, Wit, and Logic, but "Mad Mathesis alone 
was unconfined." When religious Mystery is described 
as expiring in Mathematics, the allusion may possibly 
be to that ardent theologian more geometrico, Samuel 
Clarke, as well as to the Deists. However, the only 
mathematician to be honored by name in either the text 
or notes of The Dunciad was a certain Scottish divine 
John Craig, who in 1699 published a curious book with 
the title Theologiae Christianae Principia Mathemat- 
ica. Craig worked out a calculus of moral evidence and 
its decay with the passage of time; his figures showed 
that in 1699 the evidence in favor of the truth of the 
Gospel was equivalent to the testimony of twenty-eight 
contemporary disciples, but that it would diminish to 
zero in the year 3144. 9 The celebrated Gilbert Burnet, 
Bishop of Salisbury, was sufficiently impressed with 
this learning to find a living for the Reverend Mr. Craig 
in his own diocese. 

A more distinguished victim of this furor mathe- 
maticus was Francis Hutcheson, who in 1725 pub 
lished an important treatise, An Inquiry into the Orig 
inal of Our Ideas of Beauty and Virtue, and later be 
came an influential professor of moral philosophy 
at Glasgow. He announced on the title page that his 
work was also an attempt to "introduce a mathematical 
calculation in subjects of morality." This able and emi 
nent man filled pages of his book with a strange and 
futile pretence at algebraic reasoning. Some quotation 
is necessary to do justice to this attempt: 
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To find a universal Canon to compute the Morality of 
any Actions, with all their Circumstances, when we judge 
of the Actions done by our selves, or by others, we must 
observe the following Propositions, or Axioms. 

1. The moral Importance of any Agent, or the Quantity 
of publick Good produc'd by him, is in a compound Ratio 
of his Benevolence and Ability s: or (by substituting the 
initial Letters for the Words), M = B X A. 

2. In like manner, the Moment of private Good, or In 
terest produc'd by any Person to himself, is in a compound 
Ratio of his Self-Love, and Ability s: or (substituting the 
initial Letters) I = S X A. 

3. When in comparing the Virtue of two Actions, the 
Ability s of the Agents are equal: the Moment of publick 
Good produc'd by them in like Circumstances, is as the 
Benevolence: or M = B X I- 

And so on until Hutcheson reaches the conclusions that 
BA^M SA = M IandM = B SXA = 
BA SA. 10 It is hardly necessary to observe that these 
capital letters are mere abbreviations, not algebraic 
symbols, and that any attempt to subject them to alge 
braic manipulation is absurd. Laurence Sterne was 
prompted to comment that Hutcheson "plus's and 
minus's you to heaven or hell, by algebraic equations 
so that none but an expert mathematician can ever 
be able to settle his accounts with S, Peter and per 
haps S. Matthew, who had been an officer in the cus 
toms, must be called in to audit tbem.** n 

Such efforts as these, considered merely in them 
selves as philosophical projects, were no doubt unim 
portant failures. But considered as expressions of a 
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new temper of mind, of a new conception of the uni 
verse, and of a new approach to the problems of hu 
manity, they are both important and revealing.^The 
scientific spirit was beginning to permeate the mind of 
Eurqpe au .and the average intelligent person was ready 
to believe that a new era of unprecedented human felic 
ity was just beginning. Fontenelle, for fifty years the 
Perpetual Secretary of the French Academy of Sci 
ences and perhaps the greatest popularizer of science 
in any day, wrote about the turn of the century that the 
spirit of geometry had already exercised a good in 
fluence on the intelligence of the general public, even 
oaJhose who were not instructed in that study. Books 
on all subjects, he said, were being written with more 
order, more precision, more logic. 12 But more was in 
volved in the new modern spirit than the mere clarity 
of style welcomed by Fontenelle. Geometrical reason 
ing is deductive, and there was of course nothing new 
about deductive reasoning as such. Nor was there any 
thing new in the observation that geometry could begin 
with a few exact definitions and deduce from them a 
whole volume of exact demonstration. The novelty of 
the "modern" geometrical spirit was the application 
of the same method to writing whole volumes of exact 
demonstration of the ^cience of human nature. The 
belief that an irrefutable geometry of ino^air^cnd pol 
itics was about to be written was the first article in the 
new creed. As it was commonly expressed at that time, 
what the world awaited was the Newton of the science 
of ethics and human society. 
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In view of the prestige and authority which John 
Locke enjoyed among the later philosophes in France, 
it is noteworthy that in his Essay Concerning Human 
Understanding he repeatedly affirmed H0 conviction 
that morality is $s capable 4>^3KM3l-d^aBaratioii as 
mathematics* 13 . He was well aware of the importance 
in such geometrical reasoning of choosing correctly 
(one cannot suppose wisely, for there is no wisdom in 
geometrical reasoning), and defining precisely, a set 
of basic concepts. In discussing "trifling propositions" 
he dealt severely with that circularity of reasoning 
which is the pitfall in deductions from definitions. 14 

D 



the soul is a thinking substance: "It is but defining the 
soul to be *a substance that thinks/ and the business is 
done. . . . No definitions that I know, no supposi 
tions of any sect, are^oforce enough ^to destroy con 
stant experience/' 15 Thus spo^e J^i&a^ 
But when he tried to present ethical propositions as 
certain as those of mathematics he reasoned as follows: 

The relations of other modes may certainly be perceived, 
as well as those of number and extension: and I cannot see 
why they should not also be capable of demonstration, if due 
methods were thought on to examine or pursue their agree 
ment or disagreement-! 'Where there is no property there 
is no injustice,' is a proposition as certain as any demon 
stration in Euclid; for the idea of property being a right 
to anything, and the idea to which the name of 'injustice' is 
given being the invasion or violation of that right, it is evi 
dent that these ideas, being thus established, and these names 
annexed to them, I can as certainly know this proposition 
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to be true, as J:hat a triangle has three angles equal to two 
right ones. 16 

The proposition itself comes merely to this that there 
can be no invasion of property rights where there is 
no property, a proposition as certain as geometry but 
hardly worth printing in a book. And as for defying 
common sense and "constant experience," there could 
be no more unacceptable definition of justice than one 
which would limit its application to the law of prop 
erty; it would leave the case of Uriah as desperate as 
under the absolutism of Hobbes unless both Bath- 
sheba and Uriah's life were defined as property. Curi 
ously, a comment on Locke by the youthful Berkeley 
almost echoes Locke's derision of Descartes: "To dem 
onstrate morality it seemed one need only make a 
dictionary of words, and see which included which. 
. . . Locke's instances of demonstration in morality 
are, according to his own rule, trifling propositions." 3 r 
After 1700, however, we find a significant shift in 
the methods and aims of these scientific students of 
morals and society. Less interest was taken in the great 
mathematical systems dreamed of by Descartes and 
Leibnitz. But the geometrical method of reasoning, it 
was discovered, could be combined with an observation 
of the real phenomena of the world. A scientific inves 
tigation into the psychology of the individual and the 
behavior of man in society could form the basis for 
generalizations or simple laws from which a whole 
series of valuable truths might be generated, more 
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geometrico. The philosophers of the eighteenth century 
thus managed to bring into a union the empiricism of 
Bacon, whose memory they venerated, and the con 
fidence in deduction of Descartes, from whom they in 
herited an unshakeable faith in the efficacy of reason. 
In this spirit they produced a whole series of treatises 
on morals, society, and government, all of which were 
htfsed on the premise that now, at last, emancipated 
science could solve all the perplexing problems of 
man.JNow, at last, it was understood that man, like 
physical nature, must be subject to ascertainable nat 
ural laws, and therefore equally manageable by a con 
trolling reason. All the age-old problems of man were 
to be solved by the new science of man^ _ 

The formulators of this new science were not all in 
agreement on all points; far from it. For moral geom 
etry, unhappily, seemed always to fall short of the 
scientific ideal of universality; each treatise had its 
own peculiarities reflecting the individual interests of 
the author; the moral ^qmetey.oJ^ 

al B ja^ traditions and 

^ individual and 



national differences are of course disconcerting when 
they appear in a mathematical science/But all of these 
speculators, in France and EnglaloH, also had a greal 
deal in common, so that it is possible to formulate their 
iiiam, doctrines^ Priestley, and 

Godwin in England, Condillac, Baron d'Holbach, Hel- 
vetius, and Gondorcet in France, all began their the- 
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ories with the same premises, developed them in the 
same spirit and with the same method, and arrived at 
quite similar conclusions. 

After first assuming that human nature must be con 
sidered merely as an extension of physical nature and 
equally subject to the law of cause and effect, they 
lj^ He 



elaborated, the old philosophical adage that we have 
nothing in our minds that has not come to us through 
our senses, touch, taste, sight, smell, and hearing. The 
content of our minds is built up out of these sensations. 
How Locke explained the combination of these sensa 
tions into larger and more complex ideas and general 
notions of reasoning, such as we have to use when we 
read Locke, we cannot stop to consider. There may be 
some difficulties concealed in his account.JBut one im- 

by Locke ^anj 



strenuously by him is that we do not have any so-called 
^iteideas a .pjS^ the structure 

of the mind. The human mind is at birth a tabula rasa* 
a clejui slate for experience to write on. But if that is 
the whole truth, then as we grow up we become what 
our experience, our education, our environment, com 
bine to make us. Our slates are written full as we live. 
Locke did not draw this conclusion himself; he would 
probably have been shocked could he have known what 
his followers in the next hundred years did with it in 
his name. But they saw the great opportunity which 
did not occur to Locke. They saw that if a man at a 
given time can be explained in terms of his experience, 
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and completely explained in this way, he is after all a 
passive creature; in our day we could compare him 
to a mechanical brain; feed into the machine certain 
data, and out will come with the inevitability of scien 
tific law the conclusions which follow from the data. 
Locke had not allowed himself to believe that man is 
a machine; but his followers did not allow themselves 
to believe anything else. This mechanistic conception 
of human nature was the favorite starting point for the 
revolutionary moral and social speculation of the 
eighteenth century. 

In France La Mettrie published in 1749 a book with 
the self-explanatory title, Man a Machine. Between 
1746 and 1780 Condillac produced a succession of 
psychological works on the same theme. Condillac is 
best known in our time for his famous illustration of 
the nature of man. Imagine, he said, a statue in marble 
or bronze just completed by the sculptor. Imagine that 
the sculptor is so delighted with this resemblance to 
a real man that he wishes to make a real man out of it. 
Imagine that he is able to bestow upon this statue the 
powers of sensation, touch, smell, taste, sight, and hear 
ing, one after the other. When the statue has thus ac 
quired all the five senses of man, behold, it is a man, 
completely equipped to acquire also the experience 
necessary to lead the life of a human being. Such was 
the constitution of human nature, simple, machine- 
like, operating under the laws of cause and effect, on 
the basis of which the French philosophes elaborated 
their social science. 
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In England we have David JElardey and his famous 
book. Observations on Man, also published in 1749, 
the same year with La Mettrie's book in France. Hart 
ley was a Cambridge graduate, a religious man, who 
had been prevented by some scruples from becoming 
a clergyman and had therefore turned s physician. He 
cti4~notcoff at religion as did his contemporaries in 
France, His work enjoyed a considerable prestige and 
influence for half a century. Coleridge named his son 
after him, and Wordsworth in his youth believed that 
the explanation of the power of great poetry in general, 
and certainly of his own in particular, could be found 
in Hartley's theory of the association of ideas. But 
Hartley believed as firmly as the. French atheistg Jn 
the mechanistic explanation ol man. Man, he said, is 
made up of vibrating particles, which he called "vi- 
bratiuncles," and everything that happens within man 
is governed by the law of necessity. As he put it, "the 
cause of the cause is also the cause of the thing caused," 
and therefore it is inconceivable that there could be 
any missing link in the chain of causes and effects 
which make up the cosmic process. Our sensations arc 
the effects within us of the stimuli from the world out 
side us, and are combiiiQd inexorably by various laws 
of association. It was this law of association that Hart 
ley hoped would do for the science of human nature 
what Newton had done for physics and astronomy. 
Where, then ? can there be a place for religion? Hartley 
found a place; God is thejirst cause, and therefore the 
cause of all; we are all tied to God by the chain of ne- 
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cessity. We need not follow the implications of such a 
theory further; but before leaving Hartley we may 
note that he expressed a hope that in the future all such 
enquiries as his could be stated in mathematical form 
and that all psychological and moral terms reduced to 
concepts of pure quantity. 

From these premises what kind of moral and social 
science could possibly be developed? The philoso 
phers thought the best, because the most demonstrable 
and certain, and therefore also the most desirable and 
useful. They were writing for an age of reform and 
revolution, they made themselves the spokesmen for 
the current agitation for a better world. They could 
offer the assurance that all efforts, whether of reform, 
revolution, or reconstruction, could now proceed on a 
sure scientific basis. All the psychological discussions 
of the philosophes were preambles to their programs 
for the improvement of morals, society, and govern 
ment. 

This was the argument elaborated by Helvetius in 
his celebrated and notorious treatise, De P esprit, pub 
lished in 1758. Helvetius was of German ancestry, but 
his grandfather settled as a physician in Paris and his 
father followed the same profession, becoming one of 
the physicians to the Queen. From his father Helvetius 
inherited a fortune, but even better, a position at the 
French ^Court which brought him a lucrative govern 
ment cpntract as farmer-general of revenues. In 1751, 
at the age of thirty-six, he gave up this post and retired 
to a life of wealthy leisure to write hi$ treatise on the 
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mind of man. In his country house and his mansion in 
town he entertained the advanced thinkers of Paris and 
distinguished visitors from all over Europe with fine 
dinners, at which the conversation was usually both 
witty and philosophical. Horace Walpole told in one 
of his letters of the rumor that Helvetius was on the 
point of coming to England with his two beautiful 
daughters and fifty thousand pounds apiece with the 
intention of bestowing them on two English aristocrats 
if he could find any that were virtuous. The jibe was 
intended to be a home-thrust, for Helvetius was a phi- 

"""^^^V^^^-H-W -^ * -~~ , ., JKhlHiJ _ 

losopher dedicated^ to die study joijzirlue. 

To be sound and fruitful this study must of course 
be mathematical. Like Hobbes and Locke and all other 
geometricians of morals, Helvetius must begin with 
right definitions. For "if words were precisely defined, 
and their definitions ranged in a dictionary, all tEe 
propositions of morality, politics, and metaphysics 
would become as susceptible of demonstration as the 
truths of geometry/' 18 Like the other French philo- 
sophes he accepted as axiomatic Lockers theory ~oJ tHe 
mind as produced by sensations, and like them Ee~also 
turned this theory intputi^e first principle of materiaL 
ismjLiidjiiechanisnv'Like Hobbes, he .argued thatHiis 
mechanical hitmanriieing can act only from aelf -regard 
ing motive^. More specifically, Helvetius explained 
mat idi appetites and desires can form impulses in man 
only because their satisfaction gives us pleasure and 
their frustration gives us pain. This pleasure-pain the 
ory, whibli is so familiar to stuJeiits-tff later English 
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Utilitarian philosophy, he proposed as the substitute 
for the old traditional moral values. Moreover, all 
pleasure and pain must be a form of "corporeal sensi 
bility." And "from the moment we regard corporeal 
sensibility as the first principle of morality, its maxims 
cease to be contradictory; its axioms all linked together 
will bear the most rigorous demonstration; in short, 
its principles being freed from the darkness of specula 
tive philosophy, will become evident, and the more 
generally adopted as the people will be the more 
clearly convinced of the interest they have to be vir 
tuous." 19 

,The doctrine that man alwayaB^lmsi^lf-iDtei^^ 
which Mme du Deffand said had been a secret every 
man kept locked up in his own breast until Helvetius 
published it to the world, seemed to Helvetius to be of 
the greatest service in constructing sound theories of so- 
ciety-^edlucation, and government. Society must be an 
arrangement by which all these selfish individuals 
learn to live together. This can be achieved only by 
education, which is the art of inspiring and managing 
the passions and desires of men. But education is notjL 
mere matter of schooling; it is <x>extenpixt with, life, 
and especially a matter of government^lndeed, legisla 
tion is not merely a part of education, but legislation 
and morality are one and the same science. As the 
basic principle of both education and legislation is the 
doctrine of self -interest, the whole problem of the law 
maker is quite simply to educate and control this mo 
tive. This should offer no difficulty; let us not be dis- 
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mayed by the publication of the whole world's secret; 
we have the moral law of gravitation which offers us at 
last the means of perfecting ourselves and our society. 
From the statement of these clear truths Helvetius de 
duced "the perfectibility of the human mind or under 
standing." 20 From their operation he deduced the per 
fectibility of society. As he said: 

Being once assured that man always acts in conformity 
to nis interests, the legislature may assign so many punish 
ments to vice, and so many rewards to virtue, that every 
individual will find it in his interest to be virtuous . . . 
Make good laws; they alone will naturally direct the people 
in the pursuit of the puhlic advantage^ by following the 
irresistible propensity they have to tEeir private advantage. 
... It is of little consequence that men be vicious; it is 
enough that they be intelligent. . . . Laws will do all. 21 

These naive speculations of Helvetius thus lead us a,t 
last to an enlightened despotism with aif enlightened 
bureaucracy as the lasti>est hope of mankind. WejnjisJL 
await the work of the lawmaker who will take over our 
education as well as our laws, and who will so perfect 
society that in seeking always our own enlightened 
selfish interests we shall also achieve, without pain and 
even without moral effort on our part, the beautifully 
harmonized well-being of all society. 

Unfortunately, officialdom in Paris did not set to 
work on this plan. Instead they condemned the book 
and burned a copy^ ofjt^on jha^grand staircase of the 
Palais de Justice; the lawyers also condemned it, and 
so did the professors of the Sorbonne. However, all 
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this disapproval by the public authorities did not mat 
ter much; they were in the habit of burning books. The 
treatise by Helvetius could still be bought surrepti 
tiously in France, and translations of it appeared all 
over Europe. Helvetius became a European luminary. 
What is of greater importance is that Helvetius of 
fended his friends, the members of his own philosophi 
cal circle., who were themselves also trying to be the 
Newtons of moral science, and who were working on 
some of the same assumptions as Helvetius. He 
wounded them with his central doctrine of the essential 
selfishness of human nature. Rousseau called the book 
detestable, aild Diderot toolf exception to many of its 
general principles. These men were committed to a 
more generous view of human nature; they believed, in 
contradiction to Helvetius, in the unselfishness of man, 
and even more than that, they believed that man is 
naturally good and that it is from this principle that 
all morals andiBgisliSonltnust begin. Helvetius repre 
sented but one aspect irf-the^t^voTliionary thought oi 
his time. The other and seemingly contradictory trend 
must be examined before we can understand the full 
force of the storm that was to come. 




///. THE SENTIMENTAL 
VIEW OF HUMAN NATURE 



When Diderot and Rousseau and the other advanced 
thinkers of Paris denounced Helvetius for his con 
tention that man is by nature selfish and cannot be any 
thing else, it was not a mere clash of personalities. Two 
large, histori^ It will 

be helpful to cast a glance backward at their earlier 
developments from the seventeenth century on. 

.First of all we meet our old friend Thomas Hobbes ; 
for we have already seen that he deduced from the new 
philosophy of motion that man is also a creature of mo 
tions, and that all his impulsesjnnj^^ 



pain. Life is therefore a continual self-assertion, a de 
sire for power and glory; a man must be engaged in. 
ceaseless rivalE^jrithL^his fellows. In this rivalry, to 
quote Hobbes, "to endeavour, is appetite. To be re 
miss, is sensuality. To consider our rivals behind us, is 
glory. To consider them ahead of us is humility. To 
lose ground with looking back, vain glory. To turn 
back, repentance. To be in breath, hope. To resolve to 
break through a stop foreseen, is courage. To break 
through a sudden stop, anger. To fall on a sudden, is 
disposition to weep. To see another fall, is disposition 
to laugh. To hold fast by another is to love. Continually 
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to be out-gone is misery. Continually to out-go the otter 
person is felicity. And to forsake the course, is to 
die. 5 * * Thus ends the creed. We may well agree with 
Hobbes that if this is the sum of human life, men can 
be governed only by an absolutely despotic state. 

But what does Hobbes have to say about the ethical 
life, about ideas of right and wrong? Has he forgotten 
about morals and their place in human life? He has not 
forgotten about the virtues; in one place or another he 
discusses most of them. Hfi JCJA*** "Q f wft-*k* w/mfc rig/it 
andj^rajg^^^ 

evil," he said, "arejjamjgj^a^ 
and aversions* which in different tempers, customs, 
and doctrines are different. When a man deliberates 
thing m or not,, hejioes ^nothing else but 



consider whether it be better for Jnmself to do jt or 
not." 2 When Hobbes takes up the psychology of the 
individual virtues, he explains them as forms of selfish 
desires, disguised from most of us by an outward shell 
of pretence. When we think we are most unselfish, we 
are merely deluded; as a matter of fact the only possi 
ble motive for unselfishness must be the preservation 
of our feeling of contentment and comfort. Charity is 
the complacent exercise of power, in being able Jtojtf- 
sist othersTTTty is imagination of future calamity to 
ourselves* HdeMedlirat*i^^ 

love of goodness, even of the goodness of God, for, he 
observed, with that characteristic mixture of shrewd 
ness and sarcasm of which he was a master, "the good 
ness which,we apprehend in God is only his goodness to 
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us, as is evident from thosermany supplications we hear 
every day made unto Him/' It must be granted that 
Hobbes was a sharp observer and a clever analyst of 
human nature, and his witty cynicism appealed so 
widely to the sophisticated and would-be sophisticated 
people of his time that it alarmed sober men, both 
church and layT\ 

But at the same time these sober men were alarmed 
by the threat, both within the Anglican Church and 
among Independent sects, of ^u &prfta d ing^CiMnism, 
which ever since the Reformation had had a consider 
able body of adherents in the Church of England, al- 
misjELineant, of couxse,^^ 

total depravity of manal terjhe Jail, aM when,Ael- 
vinists described the state of fallen man, with his mind 
darkened and his will corrupted, the result offered 
very little more hope than the philosophy of Hobbes. 
It is illuminating in this connection to comgare JJftbfags 
with a French contemporary, La Rochefoucauld, the 
celebrated writer of cynical maxims, Ea Kochef oucauld 
was a grand seigneur who, when the end of the Civil 
Wars left him without military employment, went up to 
Paris to enjoy the society of the metropolis. But there 
he became an adherent of J^uns^gin^which was just 
then rapidly gaining in strength even in very aristo 
cratic circles- Jansenism may be briefly described as a 
g;pdy^^^ Like Calvinism, 

It pasted! to their extreme form the Augustinian doc- 
tidbK& ol the grace of God and the 



ite influence Pascal became one of the 
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great religious writers. Racine was educated by the 
Jansenists, and critics see a Jansenist influence in the 
tortured souls of his tragedies, human beings suffering 
anguish in their guilt, but completely helpless in the 
toils of sin. The Jansenists were very expert in the ap 
plication of their doctrines, in tracing out and exposing 
the baseness and treachery of the human heart. It is 
this view of human nature that is presented to us in the 
witty and worldly Maxims of La Rochefoucauld. He 
was no scientist and he did not have to state his observa 
tions as absolute universal laws. He qualified them with 
such words as ojten, ordinarily, sometimes, and so oru 
BuFfircinrtEartis^ impression offinal- 

ity. He expresses himself with more finesse than 
Hobbes, but his method is exactly the same, and this 
similarity is the more significant in that there is no 
reason to think that either man ever heard of the work 
of the other. Two different sets of ideas, one theological 
and the other scientific, r^uleXInlEe^same land of 
moral analysis of lK^aix s ;aatEreV As we Kave seen, 
Hobbes-dissolved the so^lled*]liiffi^ 
in disguise. La Rochefoiigtjdd, dissolves the adtibifis 
into disguised vice^- Lei us look at a few exam 
ples: 

What men have called friendship is only a partnership, 
a reciprocal arrangement of interests, and an exchange of 
good offices; in short, it is only a business affair in which 
self-love proposes to gain something. 

IB the majority of men gratitude is only a veiled desire 
of receiving greater benefactions. 
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In die greater part of mankind love of justice is only 
fear of suffering injustice. 

Men would not live long in society if they were not dupes 
of one another. 

Reconciliation with our enemies is only a desire to better 
our own condition, a weariness of strife, or a fear of some 
unfortunate event. 

Sincerity is ordinarily only a cunning deceit to secure 
the confidence of others in us. 3 

The French Jansenist who wrote these observations 
was obviously a well-bred man of the world. ThajCaL. 
vinistio. divines of England were not so delicate ip 
their expressions; they thundered from the pulpit that 
man is but a vessel of dung, a stink of corruption, and 
by birth a child of the deviLThe Maxims, published in 
162^ immediately became popular in France and 
among sophisticated readers in England. But in Eng 
land the issue had already been joined; the down 
grading of human nature by Hobbes and by the Calvin- 
Ms had converged on the same ethical problem. Conse 
quently, men of moderation and sweet reasonableness 
had already discovered that they had two different 
enemies attacking them from opposite directions, and 
they had to fight a battle on two fronts at the same time. 

Under this pressure a considerable number of An- 
came to the defense of human nature. 



They chose the ii^Sewiy^ 

ABgfcban Church, at feast since Hooker. They rejected 
the Calvinistk doctrine of total depravity, but tEey 
we*e als careful BQ| to to tibe opposite extreme arid 
preadh fee lieresy thai man is capable of saving himself 
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by his own efforts, independent of the grace of God. 
Their wrestling with this theological problem need not 
concern us. We are interested in what they had to say 
about human nature. 

Among these Anglican apologists an honorable and 
important place is held by a group of men appro 
priately called by historians the Cambridge Platpnists. 
We can set forth their conception of human nature, 
which they admitted to be in a fallen and imperfect 
state, by gathering some of their characteristic pro 
nouncements on the moral law. 

JBen|amm Whichcote (1609-83) declares in a ser 
mon that the mpral law is part of our constitution; it is 
what he calls a truth of the "first inscription/' im 
planted in man before any revelation. In his own 
words, "it is connatural to man, it is the Light of God's 
Creation, and it flows from the principles of which man 
doth consist, in his very first Make: it is the soul's com 
plexion/' This law therefore has "a deeper foundation, 
greater ground for it, than that God gave the Law on 
Mount Sinai; or that he did after engrave it on tablets 
of stone; or that we find the Ten Commandments in the 
Bible. For God made man to them, and did write them 
upon the heart of man, before he did declare them upon 
Mount Sinai, before he engraved them upon tablets of 
stone, or before they were writ in our Bibles ; God made 
man to them, and wrought his Law upon men's hearts; 
and, as it were, interwove it into the principles of our 
reason; and the things thereof are the very sense of 
Man's Soul, and the image of his mind, . . . . . The Law 
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externally given was to revive, awaken man, after his 
apostacy into sin, and to call him to remembrance, ad 
vertency, and consideration. And, indeed, had there 
not been a law written in the heart of man, a law out 
side him could be to no purpose." 4 Thus WMchcote 
describes the moral law in terms almost identical with 
those used by Cicero in his exposition of the Law of 
Nature. Whichcote, of course, does not neglect to ob 
serve that the reason of man has become unreliable 
and sluggish in the state of apostacy and sin, but Cic 
ero had also granted that the reason of man, as we 
find it, generally stands in need of much perfecting. 
The whole sermon by Whichcote could be properly de 
scribed as a Christianized version of the Law of Na 
ture. 

This philosophical affiliation of the Cambridge Pla- 
tonists is equally striking in a treatise called The Light 
of Nature, by Nathanael Culverwel (1618-51), pub 
lished in 1652 and several times reprinted. The title 
itself is a doctrinal commitment, and it is further de 
fined by the motto or text, taken from the Book. of 
Proverbs (xx:27) : "The understanding of a man is 
the Candle of the Lord." Culverwel defends against 
the Calvinists the use of reason in religion, a divine 
gift. "Look but a while upon the parentage and original 
of the Soul and of Reason, and you'll presently per 
ceive that it was the Candle of the Lord." 5 Culverwel 
devotes several chapters specifically to the Law of Na 
ture and to a demonstration that, the moral law is 
founded in the natural and common light of Reason. 
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Like Whichcote, he insists that the moral law is inter 
woven with the nature of man; the Gentiles could dis 
cover it in their own natures as easily as the Jews in 
theirs; like other expositors of the Law of Nature he 
quotes Paul's Epistle to the Romans (ii:14-15) : "For 
when the Gentiles, which have not the law, do by na 
ture die tilings contained in the law, these, having not 
the law, are a law unto themselves; Which show the 
work of the law written in their hearts, their conscience 
also hearing witness, and their thoughts the mean while 
accusing or else excusing one another." The Apostle 
thus provided Scriptural authority for the doctrine of 
the Law of Nature; but he also provided the basis for 
an inference; for if the Law is written in the hearts of 
the Gentiles and is operative in them, depraved and un- 
illuminated as their minds must be, then fallen hu 
manity has some good in it after all; in fact, it must 
have a great deal of good in it. We must be something 
more than just vessels of dung and sinks of iniquity if 
we have written in our hearts the eternal law of Divine 
Reason. As Whichcote had also counseled: "Reverence 
God in thyself: .lor* God isLmore la the juind of man 
than in any part of the world besides; for we are made 
after the image of God/ 9 The personalities as well as 
the doctrines of the Cambridge Platonists were gentle 
and moderate. Few controversialists have been so sweet 
and amiable. 

But even the calm and reflective Culverwel could on 
occasion raise his voice to an eloquent declamation 
about so glorious a theme as the Law of Nature, present 
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in the hearts of all kinds of men all over the world. 
"Look," he exclaims, "upon the diversities of Nations, 
and there you will see a rough and barbarous Scythian, 
a wild American, an unpolish'd Indian, a superstitious 
^Egyptian, a subtle Ethiopian, a cunning Arabian, a 
luxurious Persian, . . . an elegant Athenian, ... a 
desperate Italian, a fighting German, and many other 
heaps of Nations, . . . and tell me, whether it must 
not be some admirable and efficacious Truth, that shall 
so overpower them all, as to pass current amongst them, 
and be owned and acknowledged by them." And Cul- 
verwel will not permit his readers, just because they 
are Christians and Englishmen, to affect a scornful and 
superior attitude toward these barbarous, supersti 
tious, cunning, desperate, fighting populations around 
the world. "Have you weeds and briars and thorns in a 
garden? No wonder then that you meet with more in a 
wilderness. Do Christians blur and blot the Law of 
Nature? No wonder then that an American [Indian] 
seeks quite to rase it out." But Culverwel goes one step 
further; he bears down on his civilized and Christian 
ized English readers with a remark of the famous Sal- 
masius. This learned man tells us, he says, "that he 
had rather search for Nature's Law in a naked Indian 
than in a spruce Athenian; in a rude American, rather 
than in a gallant Roman; in a mere Pagan, rather than 
in a Jew or Christian. . . . For those nations that have 
more of art and improvement amongst them, have so 
painted Nature's face, have hung so many jewels in 
her ear, have put so many bracelets upon her hand, 
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they have clothed her in such soft and silken rayments 
as that you cannot guess at her so well as you might 
have done if she had nothing but her own simple and 
neglected beauty. ... So that the learned Salmasius 
. . . chooses rather to fetch the Law of Nature from a 
Scythian, from a Barbarian; there he shall see it with 
out any glosses, without any superstructures, without 
any carving and gilding." Of course, neither Culverwel 
nor Salmasius were especially interested in, or well 
informed about, the naked Indian, either of India or 
America, They were merely exploiting all the argu 
ments they could find in support of the Law of Nature. 
But as they were arguing with all possible persuasive 
ness, they were drawn quite innocently into a eulogy of 
primitive man, into endorsing the concept of the Noble 
Savage* into an implied proposition that civilization 
has adversely affected morals/ Neither Culverwel nor 
Salmasius could have foreseen that in the next hundred 
years these same ideas, so seemingly innocuous, were 
to become driving forces in a great intellectual revolu* 
lion of Western civilization. 

These are the ironies in the history of ideas. Many a 
great man has had ardent disciples that he would have 
had to disown could he have lived long enough to know 
about them. Ideas are very slippery; they sometimes 
change their nature even as we handle them. A little 
overemphasis here, a little concession there, something 
new is added, and before we are aware of it our whole 
thinking is turned in a new direction. That is how the 
Cambridge Platonists became a part of an historical 
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development leading ultimately to ideas quite alien to 
their real spirit. 

Culverwel's eulogy of the Noble Savage had no di 
rect influence on the history of that idea. It was already 
flourishing in the seventeenth century, and Culverwel 
merely borrowed it for an occasion. But the Cambridge 
Platonists as well as a number of other Anglican di 
vines at that time were drawn by the common purpose 
of defending the goodness of human nature into allur 
ing descriptions of the inward happiness of the good 
man. When we are good we are happy. We naturally 
feel a delight as our natures develop morally to flower 
and fruition. "Vice," said Whichcote, "is contrary to 
the nature of man, as man; for it is contrary to the 
order of reason, the peculiar and highest principle in 
man." Heaven itself, he said, "is first a temper, and 
then a place." To be good, then, a man must share in 
this temper; it is not enough that he does his duty, that 
he is strict in his obedience to the moral law ; he must 
not be sour about it. A good man must not merely strike 
us with awe and reverence; he must attract our love 
and admiration. 8 This is excellent admonition, but it 
can be treacherous. When Whichcote remarks in a ser 
mon that "a good man is an instrument in tune," 9 he is 
very near to explaining virtue as a natural and spon 
taneous activity. When attacking Hobbism and Calvin 
ism it was easy to go to the opposite extreme. 

For many reasons the spirit, ol the age was moving 
in this direction. From the Anglican pulpits there be- 



The Sentimental View 53 

gan to come sermons in a new style, with no mention 
of the vessel of dimg or the sink of iniquity. Gregory 
Hascard said in a sermon in 1685: 

When our tempers are soft and sensible, and easily receive 
impressions from the sufferings of others, we are pained 
within, and to ease our selves, we are ready to succour them, 
and then Nature discharging her Burthen and Oppression, 
creates both her own pleasure and satisfaction, and performs 
her Duty. 

In 169? a higher authority, the eminent William Sher 
lock, dean of St. Paul's, preached the same doctrine: 

A soft and tender mind, which feels the sufferings of 
others, and suffers with them, is the true temper and spirit 
of charity; and Nature prompts us to ease those sufferings 
which we feel. . . . An inward Principle is more powerful 
than all external arguments; and Sense and Feeling is this 
Principle, and Charity is this Sense. 

We may observe more than one new element in these 
two passages. First, we find Nature, with a capital let 
ter, prompting us, and Nature creating her pleasure 
and performing her duty* If we will allow her, Nature 
will come to our assistance in a situation in which we 
have to make a moral choice. Nature will ease the 
choice. But Nature can do her beneficent work best if 
our tempers are soft and sensible, if our minds are 
tender. And the virtue these preachers are most inter 
ested in is charity, unselfishness, help to the distressed. 
These three new elements point forward directly to 
gome of the main characteristics of European thought 
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in the next hundred years. The good preachers could 
of course never have suspected that; hut we can see it 
in retrospect. 

If one presses a little too much the idea that virtue is 
accompanied hy pleasure, one lapses into hedonism. 
There were moments when the divines of the seven 
teenth century seemed bent on presenting the tempta 
tion to virtue as even more seductive than the tempta 
tion to vice. Isaac Barrow, professor of Greek at Cam 
bridge and a distinguished divine, wrote in 1671 that 
an unselfish act is accompanied by what he calls a 
"very delicious relish," and he goes on to say that "a 
man may be virtuously voluptuous, and a laudable epi 
cure by doing much good." Even Archbishop Tillotson 
thought that "there is no sensual pleasure in the world 
comparable to the delight and satisfaction that a good 
man takes in doing good." Richard Kidder said that 
"there is a delight and joy that accompanies doing 
good, there is a kind of sensuality in it." 10 We may 
agree that these worthy divines were getting close to a 
certain truth; there is a pleasure if one wants to call 
it that, though happiness might be a better term in a 
moral life; there is a joy in it. But to speak of sensual 
ity and sensual pleasure and epicurism is to confuse 
two levels of our consciousness and to reduce the moral 
impulse to do good with such impulses as are properly 
called appetites. It is obvious what such language leads 
to in the moral analysis of human nature. After 1700, 
when benevolence or unselfishness came to be spoken 
of more and more as the chief virtue, and even as the 
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source of all the other virtues, it was referred to as the 
"social passions" or the "social affections/' and that 
man was thought to come nearest to moral perfection 
whose goodness was grounded in his passionate nature. 
The portrait of the virtuous man according to this 
pattern has been drawn for us by a multitude of writers 
of the eighteenth century. They first called him a man 
of sensibility. About 1740 a new word was coined to 
describe him, sentimental, and modern scholars, whose 
occupation is the study of isms, call the whole move 
ment, which swept all Europe as well as England, the 
age of sentimentalism. The tone of literature and so 
ciety had changed profoundly in the first half of the 
eighteenth century. In 1749 a lady of quality wrote a 
letter to the great novelist Richardson, from which we 
learn that the word sentimental was then in constant use 
among her friends; everything good and pleasant was 
sentimental; they took sentimental walks, they had 
sentimental conversations; she begged him to explain 
the meaning of the word which seemed to embrace 
everything that is good. Richardson's reply, if he sent 
one, has not come down to us; but his three lengthy 
novels are among the greatest as well as most charac 
teristic products of the whole sentimental movement. 
To use the language of eulogy of that time, the magic 
skill of Richardson now melts us with pity, now thrills 
us with anguish, with a sort of pleasing anguish that 
sweetly melts the mind. A disposition to tears was not 
only a proof of a genuine moral sensibility; it was it 
self an exercise in virtue, a moral conditioning of the 
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heart. James Thomson thought that Nature had be 
stowed upon man this prerogative above all other ani 
mals that he alone could weep, 11 When even a general 
wept over a tender scene in Sir Richard Steele's com 
edy, The Conscious Lovers (1722), Steele came to his 
defense in his preface to the play. "I must contend," 
he observed, "that men ought not to be laughed at for 
weeping till we are come to a more clear notion of what 
is to be imputed to the hardness of the head and the 
softness of the heart. ... To be apt to give way to the 
impressions of humanity is the excellence of a right 
disposition and the natural working of a well-turned 
spirit." In France they were also beginning to soften 
the heart with the new-style weeping comedy, which 
they termed la comedie larmoyante* The novel, of 
course, became tearful at the same time as the drama, 
and with few exceptions the European novelists of the 
eighteenth century aimed at exciting this sweet and 
virtuous sensibility. The flood of Richardsonian imita 
tions was especially welcomed by the young ladies, 
and they were rapturously described in the prologue 
to George Colman's Honeycombe (1760) : 

And then so sentimental is the style, 
So chaste yet so bewitching all the while! 
Plot and elopement, passion, rape, and rapture, 
The total sum of ev'ry dear dear chapter. 

The new circulating libraries made this profusion of 
sentimental fiction available to every young devotee 
such as Miss Lydia Languish in Sheridan's play. 
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The poets were equally diligent in exploring the 
possibilities of the sentimental life. As the prosaic hap 
penings of daily existence are likely to grate on truly 
delicate sensibilities, the poets began to seek solitude. 
A lonely evening walk away from the busy hum of 
men could offer the poet the opportunity to converse 
with Nature, there to harmonize his heart, to "solitary 
court the inspiring breeze, and meditate the book of 
Nature, ever open, aiming thence warm from the heart 
to learn the moral song." 12 The sweetest of moods was 
Melancholy, Queen of Thought, associated most often, 
naturally, with night. Her the poetic votary might woo 
at twilight hour beneath the moss-grown piles of a 
ruined abbey, with the pale moon pouring her long- 
leveled streaming light, while all around a sacred 
sullen silence reigns save the lone screech-owl's note, 
who builds her bower in the moldering caverns dark 
and deep. Toward midnight the poet might wander 
about in the gloomy void and feel religious horror 
wrap his soul in dread repose. After midnight he 
could visit the hollow charnel with its stacks of old 
bones, and with a dim and flickering taper watch the 
ghostly shapes of the shadows as they seemed to invite 
with beckoning hand his lonesome steps through the 
far-winding vaults. The poet would, however, not use 
this occasion for a Hamlet-like realization of the transi- 
toriness of life and the inevitability of death. Such gross 
and severe reflections would have been out of tune with 
sweet sensibility enjoying the pleasures of melan 
choly. 13 
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But we must not linger over these literary aspects of 
the sentimental movement. In themselves they were 
pleasant enough and we may share a taste for some 
of them, for moments of solitude, for communing with 
Nature, or even for a midnight visit to the graveyard 
with the moon setting and the owl hooting from the 
ivy-covered tower. As a matter of fact, from this po 
etry of thrilling horror came the Gothic novel of the 
eighteenth century, and from the Gothic novel came 
the stories of Edgar Allan Poe, and from them in turn 
came the modern detective story, so that we should all 
be grateful to the melancholy sentimentalists of the 
eighteenth century for their exploitation of these 
thrills. But in our present investigation we are con 
cerned with a more serious matter. For at the core of 
the whole sentimental movement, in England, in 
France, in all Europe, we find a set of doctrines; we 
find a psychological theory, an ethical theory, a theory 
regarding the nature of man. All these theories are so 
closely interdependent that the acceptance of any one 
must imply the acceptance of the others. 

The most influential exponent, but not, as has some 
times been contended, the originator, of these theories 
was undoubtedly Anthony Ashley Cooper, the third 
Earl of Shaftesbury, whose Characteristics were pub 
lished in three stately volumes in 1711, beautiful books 
that would adorn any gentleman's library* The Earl 
had enjoyed a most remarkable education. He was not 
sent to public school or to a university, but was edu 
cated at home under a tutor who taught him in his ten- 
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der years to speak as well as read Greek and Latin; as 
a result he was even as an adolescent living in easy 
familiarity with the great ancient classics. From child 
hood he seems to have been a discriminating rather 
than an omnivorous reader. It was his observation 
later in life that they who read many books must of 
necessity read more bad books than good a proposi 
tion that would be difficult to controvert. He early dis 
covered his favorites, such as Plato, Cicero, Marcus 
Aurelius, and among the moderns the Cambridge Pla- 
tonists. As his constitution was sickly, he spent many 
years in Italy, where he profited by his opportunity to 
cultivate a discerning taste in painting, sculpture, and 
architecture. Altogether he appears to have been a very 
attractive person, with the noble and generous senti 
ments, and also the prejudices, of a very finely edu 
cated gentleman. Not that he was snobbish in the vulgar 
sense; we may be sure that he would have cordially 
appreciated nobility of character in any man, with or 
without an escutcheon. But there were classes of people 
whom he despised among them the pedants of the 
universities. Most of all he had a contempt for those 
hard and thick-skinned people who are incapable, and 
are content to remain incapable, of generous responses 
to the good and the beautiful. All such people lack good 
breeding. 

There has been some dispute in the past as to the 
exact nature of Shaftesbury's philosophical drift. He 
did not write a systematic treatise, such as would be 
required from a professor or a pedant, but easy and 
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informal gentlemanly essays, in which he made state 
ments of various and even contradictory tendencies. It 
is possible to extract from his volumes passages to 
show that he was a Stoic like Marcus Aurelius, or that 
he was a Platonist or a Ciceronian. It is even possible 
to find in various places the main ideas of the doctrine 
of the Law of Nature. But it was not what Shaftesbury 
had in common with Marcus Aurelius or Cicero that 
made readers of the eighteenth century buy edition 
after edition of his work, or that brought him so many 
notable philosophical disciples in and out of the uni 
versities. What captured the eighteenth century was 
his view of the natural goodness of human nature, an 
innate disposition to virtue such as could be corrupted 
only by evil custom or education. Man has in his na 
ture, Shaftesbury said, a "moral sense," a sort of 
sixth sense comparable to the other senses, by which 
he may perceive spontaneously and surely the differ 
ence between right and wrong. This moral sense was 
not the same as the familiar old concept of the con 
science or the Ciceronian idea of right reason; it be 
came the substitute for them. The moral sense operates 
like the other senses, and Shaftesbury liked to speak 
of it as an inner taste a taste for the good, the true, 
and the beautiful. Psychologically, it is the true inward 
source of good conduct. " 'Tis not merely what we call 
principle/ 9 he says, "but a taste which governs men." 
We may think for certain that one thing is right and 
another wrong, yet, as he says, "if the savor of things 
lies cross to honesty," conduct will inevitably go the 
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wrong way. "Even conscience, I fear, such as is owing 
to religious discipline, will make but a slight figure 
where this taste is amiss." What then is a good man? A 
good man is a man of finely cultivated tastes, in morals 
as well as in art, whose personality is so harmoniously 
developed that the unfolding of it reveals the good that 
is naturally in his nature. This is the way of true phi 
losophy. For to philosophize, he explains, "in a just 
signification, is but to carry good-breeding a step 
higher. For the accomplishment of breeding is to learn 
whatever is decent in company or beautiful in arts; and 
the sum of philosophy is to learn what is just in society 
and beautiful in Nature and the order of the world." u 
The best we can say about this as a philosophy of 
morals is that it attempts to lay the foundations of 
morality in the depths of the nature of the individual, 
as also did Cicero, the Law of Nature, and the Cam 
bridge Platonists; the worst is that, in so doing, it 
eliminates the conscience with its authority, and the 
right reason with its universality. It relies on the im 
pulses and instincts, on what the poets called "the so 
cial passions" and the "social affections," or on what 
Adam Smith, professor of moral philosophy at Glas 
gow, called "the moral sentiments," to guide human 
nature in all the problems of moral conduct. Shaftes- 
bury himself sometimes anticipated the very turns of 
expression of the later sentimentalists, as when he 
wrote to a young Oxford student :"Be persuaded, that 
wisdom is more from the heart than from the head. Feel 
goodness, and you will see all things fair and good." 
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Thus the authority of the conscience, the imperative 
of the moral judgment, is left out of the conception of 
human nature. Rousseau, always responsive to the 
sentimental developments of his time and a supreme 
exponent of them, is explicit and firm on this point; he 
wrote fine declamations in praise of the conscience, the 
divine gift in the heart of man, but he repeatedly de 
nied that conscience is anything but an emotion or feel 
ing. Man is by nature good; he is corrupted only by 
external influences. His salvation is in following na 
ture, that is, his own nature, his own organic impulses 
and appetites, in developing to fruition and complete 
ness his natural humanity. This is nature's simple plan. 
Already in 1723 Mandeville had observed that Shaftes- 
bury "imagines that men without any trouble or vio 
lence upon themselves may be naturally virtuous. He 
seems to require and expect goodness in his species, as 
we do a sweet taste in grapes and China oranges, of 
which, if any of them are sour, we boldly pronounce 
that they are not come to that perfection their nature 
is capable of." 15 Mandeville's sarcasm happens to 
underscore the psychology and ethics of the forward- 
looking movement in Europe for the next seventy-five 
years. 

It was " ' ' ; d ^'nTt movement that Helvetius 
collided when ac published his DQ l y esprit in 1758. His 
description of man as absolutely and inescapably self 
ish was a throwback to Hobbes, whose ideas on this 
matter had by this time been universally rejected even 
by the philosophes. Helvetius was probably unable con- 
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stitutionally to appreciate the generosity of sentiment 
in the new movement around him. He was not a typical 
man of sensibility. When he died in 1771 the imagina 
tion of Europe had already been captured by such en 
thusiasts as Diderot and Rousseau, and German Ro 
manticism was entranced by the idea of the beautiful 
soul, die schone Seele. But not all of the ideas of 
Helvetius suffered such eclipse. His critics agreed with 
him about the materialistic universe presented by the 
science of Newton, and they accepted as basic truth 
the psychology of Locke. And somehow they had to 
manage to reconcile this science with their enthusiasm 
over the natural goodness of man. The solution to this 
problem they believed they had found in the distinction 
between Nature and art, between Nature and civiliza 
tion. The salvation of man lay in following Nature. 




IV. FOLLOWING NATURE 



The adage that we should follow Nature is so ancient 
and so widely popular that it seems like a bit of folk 
lore. As a matter of fact it is a rather specific philo 
sophical dogma which we have inherited from Graeco- 
Roman civilization. It still seems to preserve for the 
most part the character of moral exhortation, applica 
ble when we are faced with a choice of conduct. In our 
daily speech we do not usually turn to it as a scientific 
formula, as a caution, for instance, to a man who tries 
to make water run uphill. Following Nature has with 
the centuries become a precept, not of science, but of 
wisdom, especially of moral wisdom. It has become a 
part of the vernacular moral vocabulary of Europe. 

The origin of this idea is a difficult study requiring 
special erudition. We cannot pause over the early phil 
osophical gropings which first called the cosmic proc 
ess Nature and then hypostatized a Nature of meaning 
and spirit and values which could be at the same time 
within the cosmic process and distinct from it. We have 
seen how Heraclitus concluded that there must be some 
divine Logos which is the original of Justice* Since 
this aspiration, this need for a life of right reason, is a 
part of our human nature, there must be something 
correspondent to it in the universe* It therefore seemed 
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to some ancient thinkers that there must be a rationality 
in the cosmic process, a principle that could hold the 
universe together in a sense beyond the mere material 
istic. This principle the Stoics called Nature. The soul 
must rise to lofty heights to understand and realize 
such a conception. "I am in harmony with all that is a 
part of thy harmony, great Universe/' said Marcus 
Aurelius. "He who knows not the world-order, knows 
not his own place therein. And he who knows not for 
what he exists, knows not himself nor the world." The 
health of the soul and by consequence the happiness of 
man lies in conformity to this ideal world. "For every 
living thing," said Epictetus, "was so framed by Na 
ture as to flee and turn from things, and the causes of 
things, that appear hurtful, and admire things, and 
the causes of things, that appear serviceable." These 
ideas about Nature are familiar to readers of the later 
Stoics, Marcus Aurelius, Epicletus, and Seneca. But 
they were developed by Roman Stoicism even before 
Cicero, and his formulation of them incorporated them 
into the body of later European ethical and legal the 
ory, as we have already seen in connection with the 
history of the Law of Nature. The Law of Nature could 
have no philosophical meaning except in the context of 
such an ideal Nature. In order to affirm that virtue is 
an ultimate and self-authenticating value, Cicero says 
that it is good, even if it were commended by no one, 
because it is good by Nature (honestum . . . etiamsi 
a nullo laudetur, natura esse laudabile). 1 Nature is 
thus conceivable as a source of both morality and law. 
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"Law is the distinction between the just and the unjust 
as expressed in conformity with that first and most 
ancient of all things, Nature." 2 Such was the moral 
tone, such the dogmata, from which emerged the an 
cient precept that we should Follow Nature. 

But Nature, as we have already observed in our dis 
cussion of the Law of Nature, is a difficult term to con 
trol. Speculation can move out from it in several direc 
tions. As used in our moral precept it designates a 
norm or standard for the moral judgment; it expresses 
an ought which may be, and usually is, quite distinct 
and even alien from what is. But it seems reasonable 
to assume that this normative meaning could have oc 
curred to the human mind only after the word Nature 
had become familiar in its purely descriptive meaning, 
referring to nothing beyond factual phenomena. This 
is the meaning of Nature lodged in the popular mind 
of modern times, and many people consequently have 
great difficulty in apprehending that the laws of nature 
as exemplified in chemistry and physics refer to one 
kind of reality, but that the Law of Nature as a princi 
ple of justice and right refers to any reality at all* It 
seems so much more intelligible to say, for instance, 
that when we take advantage of our knowledge of phys 
iology and pathology to improve our health, we are in 
this manner really Following Nature. There is even 
the possibility of setting up this descriptive concept as 
itself a norm in opposition to a normative Nature, as 
when satirists down through the ages and sociologists 
in more recent times testify that monogamy is an un- 



Following Nature 77 

successful institution and should therefore be aban 
doned as unnatural. Or the inference may be made that 
the homme moyen sensuel is the natural man, whose 
proclivities should not only be accepted and tolerated, 
but even set up as a more natural standard or norm. 
All the danger and uneasiness of moral overstrain 
could thus be eliminated, and one would still be Fol 
lowing Nature. Finally, this descriptive notion of natu 
ral man can be opposed to custom and "artificial" so 
ciety, and thus, again raised to a norm, become the 
central doctrine of an attack on civilization or even a 
program for revolution. That, also, may be called Fol 
lowing Nature. 

All these varieties of opposition to the normative 
conception of Nature were put forward already in an 
cient times and are not unfamiliar to readers of Plato 
and Cicero. But in modern times, since the Renais 
sance, and especially in the Enlightenment, they have 
advanced in popularity and prestige from the status 
of notorious heresies to become the orthodox tenets of 
advanced thinkers. They acquired a new vitality from 
the two developments we have discussed, the scientific 
study of man and the sentimental belief in the natural 
goodness of man. Each of these attempted to interpret 
from its own assumptions the principle that we should 
Follow Nature. Curiously enough, they converged and 
reinforced one another. 

As we have already seen, the scientific students of 
human nature, following Hobbes, generally committed 
themselves to reducing man to a machine, and the prob- 
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lem of ethics and social science would therefore be to 
learn how to manage such a machine. On this basis the 
management of education, society, and government 
should, in theory at least, not be difficult, providing we 
overlook the initial difficulty of the theory that the 
moralists, the philosophers, and the legislators, who 
are to do the managing, must also be machines. Those 
who have had experience in such matters will assure 
us that machines cannot be repaired by machines, but 
only by the intervention of human ingenuity. The mar 
velous mechanical brains of our day have to be oper 
ated by human intelligence ; as an expert on them has 
warned us, they are not brains at all, but only mechani 
cal memories. But let us pass over this difficulty. Let 
us assume that our study of man is to be strictly scien 
tific. We can, in the twentieth century, refine immensely 
on the crude psychology of Hobbes. Even the philoso 
phers of the eighteenth century knew more than he 
about physiology and anatomy. They based their psy 
chology on Locke, who had certainly improved greatly 
on that of Hobbes. But whatever progress they made in 
observation and experiment, their science remained 
science, that is, a description of facts or supposed facts. 
Such a scientific study of human nature presumably 
discovers the laws by which human nature operates, as 
a scientific study of a gasoline engine discovers its 
peculiar laws of operation. Are these the laws that are 
to supersede the old-fashioned moral laws? Are these 
laws of nature to be the guides in human conduct in 
the new age? The philosophes liked to think so. They 
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liked to consider man as part of physical nature, as 
operating under the same kind of law. They would 
have been reluctant to agree with Emerson's dictum 
that there is one law for man and one for thing. Diderot 
was thinking of moral commands when he observed 
that "you may command what is contrary to nature, but 
you will never be obeyed." The conclusion must be that 
moral science should follow nature in this special sense 
that it will not issue commands which will not be 
obeyed. Obviously, when moral science in this way 
loses its normative character, it ceases to be moral. 
Bishop Butler protested against this absurdity already 
in a sermon in 1726, when he said that if by following 
Nature we merely mean that we shall behave as we 
necessarily must, there is no meaning in saying that we 
must or should follow Nature, as moralists have been 
saying ever since Aristotle. 

But this idea of Nature as referring to obstinate facts 
and actualities could be put to a variety of uses. The 
philosophers of the eighteenth century were dedicated 
to a renovation of the world and to giving humanity a 
fresh start. They engaged in a great critical examina 
tion of the traditions and institutions and practices of 
civilization, to test their soundness and validity, to 
determine which should be abandoned and what new 
institutions and practices should take their place. They 
found, alas, a whole mass of restrictive regulations, 
oppressive institutions, irritating and tormenting du 
ties and obligations, which, to borrow the phrase of 
Shaftesbury, had a savor cross to the inclinations of 
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man. All of these could be declared evil because they 
did not follow Nature, because they violated the first 
principle that you must not command what is contrary 
to Nature or you will not be obeyed. You will only 
multiply evildoers, said Diderot. All this rubbish must 
be cleared away and a society established on new prin 
ciples soundly based on a knowledge of man as he is 
by nature. 

What kind of creature is this natural man? Is he 
good or bad or a mixture of both qualities? If the an 
swer is that he is not virtuous by nature but completely 
selfish, one is propelled in the direction of the abhor 
rent political absolutism of Hobbes or the absolute 
bureaucracy of Helvetius. But the development of sen- 
timentalism had taught the philosophers that man is 
naturally good and that what we find evil in him must 
be due to external influences, specifically the evil in 
stitutions, practices, and traditions that people called 
civilization. Everything was good as it came from the 
hand of God and Nature, said Rousseau, everything 
deteriorates in the hands of man* The question natu 
rally presents itself how man, if he is naturally good, 
managed to overwhelm himself with all these wicked 
institutions? A philosopher would blame the priests, 
or the politicians, or whoever happened to be the object 
of his special animus, Looking further into this prob 
lem would seem to him unprofitable. Let us therefore 
pass this over also for the moment. But it is important 
for us to observe that the sentimental view of human 
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nature as naturally good became die indispensable 
assumption in the schemes of the scientific social engi 
neers of the period. That is what we find in Diderot in 
France and Godwin in England. There were some ex 
ceptions; there were scientists like Helvetius who were 
not men of much sentiment; there were men of sensi 
bility like Rousseau who were indifferent about the 
scientific method But the great revolutionary move 
ment of the century was sustained and invigorated by 
these two modes of thought and feeling. They rein 
forced each other. They led to the same conclusion re 
garding the meaning of the expression, "Let us follow 
Nature," 

In general the effect of this development was to re 
lease the human organism from the control of any 
social inheritance, and internally to release the in 
stinctive and emotional propensities from control by 
reflective principle, Cicero presented the idea of Na 
ture as a norm or standard, as a system of values appre 
hended by Right Reason; the positivists reduced Na 
ture to a descriptive term referring to what is or must 
he, not to what ought to be. Following Nature in that 
sense obviously involves no inner struggle, no inner 
compulsion. Wherever a conflict appears between natu 
ral man and the customs, morals, or institutions, all 
of these must be abandoned as not following Nature. 
Sentimenlalism led to the same conclusion by appeal 
ing to the natural goodness of our inner feelings, in 
stincts, and organic needs. When Antigone in the play 



82 The Brave New World 

by Sophocles had violated the king's decree she ap 
pealed to a law higher and more sacred than any decree 
by man: 

Not of to-day or yesterday 
Is this a law, but ever hath it life, 
And no man knoweth whence it came or how. 

As has been understood from Aristotle down to mod 
ern times, Antigone is here appealing to a universal 
and over-individual Law of Nature, to eternal laws of 
justice. But Kotzebue, a German dramatist whose plays 
were popular all over Europe toward the end of the 
eighteenth century, happened to provide an instructive 
modern contrast to Antigone. The infraction of his her 
oine is defended by the current doctrine that the time 
for compulsive laws and institutions is over; with the 
passage of centuries of time the laws of propriety have 
now been transformed into a feeling for propriety. 
"Eine lange Reihe von Jahren hat das Gesetz des 
Schicklichen in das Gefiihl des Schicklichen verwan- 
delt." 3 History and experience, as well as rational 
inference, indicate that such theory leads to extreme 
individualism, to perpetual protest against all tradi 
tion, to the rejection of anything that is inhibiting or 
contrary to our natural impulses. It sets up a profound 
opposition between Nature and civilization. 

But history and experience seemed to the philo- 
sophes to teach that this opposition must be overcorne 
by the complete triumph of Nature: 
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Shall I outline for you the historical origin of nearly 
all of our unhappiness? [Diderot asked.] It is simply this: 
Once upon a time there was a natural man; then an artificial 
man was built up inside him. Since then a civil war has 
been raging continuously within his breast. Sometimes the 
natural man proves stronger; at other times he is laid low 
by the artificial, moral man [Fhomme moral et artificiel]. 
But whichever gains the upper hand, the poor freak is racked 
and torn, tortured, stretched on the wheel, continually suf 
fering, continually wretched, whether because he is out of 
his senses with some misplaced passion for glory or be 
cause imaginary shame curbs him and bows him down. But in 
spite of all this, there are occasions when man recovers his 
original simplicity under the pressure of extreme necessity. 4 

Such convulsions within the heart of man were quite 
unnecessary. They could be eliminated by an enlight 
ened social science. Abolish the artificial man who is 
formed by customs, institutions, and prejudices, re 
educate a generation or two, and the human race will 
enjoy the universal happiness for which it was in 
tended by Nature. What causes the unfaithfulness of 
husband and wife? The institution of marriage; abol 
ish marriage and there will be no unfaithfulness. Who 
wages wars? Kings do; let us abolish monarchy and 
wars will cease. The evil that humanity suffers from 
is somehow between men, not within them. It can be 
traced to the church, or to government, or to aristoc 
racy, or to monogamy, or to the schools, or to eating 
meat, and so forth. 

The eighteenth century consequently looked with ex 
pectant eagerness for examples of man living in the 
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state of nature, or nearly so. Their search was rewarded 
with many discoveries, only a few of which we have 
time to examine. 

One of the persistent preoccupations of the period 
was the search for the spontaneous and preferably un 
educated poetic genius. By 1750 there had developed 
in England a reaction against the Classical poetry of 
Dryden, Pope, and the other writers of the heroic cou 
plet. Pope had expressed the creed of the Classical 
school in terms of following an ideal Nature, what the 
French called la belle Nature: 

First follow Nature, and your judgment frame 

By her just standard, which is still [ever] the same: 

Unerring Nature, still divinely bright, 

One clear, unchanged, and universal light, 

Life, force, and beauty, must to all impart. 

But the young men of the century considered such a 
precept conducive to nothing but artificiality. In a 
poem called The Enthusiast,, written in 1744, Joseph 
Warton asked: 

What are the lays of artful Addison, 

Coldly correct, to Shakespeare's warblings wild? 

Warton and others began to range Dryden and Pope in 
the second order of poetry, and chose Shakespeare, 
Spenser, and Milton to represent poetry of the highest 
order. In this ranking they were certainly correct. But 
they insisted also on a theory that opposed the poetry 
of nature to the poetry of art. The poets of art, skilled 
craftsmen like Virgil and Ben Jonson, labored over 
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their verses until they were coldly correct. But the 
poets of nature, like Homer in the morning of the 
world or gentle Shakespeare, "nature's child," war- 
hied their songs as wildly and spontaneously as birds. 
In Germany Herder developed this opposition into a 
formula for Kulturgeschichte; he contrasted two kinds 
of poetry, Kunstpoesie and Volkspoesie* Volkspoesie, 
spontaneous poetry springing from the breasts of the 
people themselves, was thought to be such poetry as the 
medieval ballads of England, or the medieval German 
poetry dealing with the legends of the German gods, 
or the Old Norse poetry composed by Skalds, who 
seemed to the eighteenth century to have been primi 
tive men, bards by Nature's gift and uncontaminated 
by art. The ancient bard, as described even by Thomas 
Gray, who was himself a cultivated and fastidious 
classicist, illustrates, he says, the "extensive influence 
of poetic genius over the remotest and most uncivilized 
nations." In Lapland, he says in his poem, the Muse 
has broke the twilight gloom, and among the Indians 
of Chili's boundless forests She also 

deigns to hear the savage youth repeat 
In loose numbers wildly sweet 
Their feather-cinctured chiefs and dusky loves. 

But if there were poets by nature among the Lap 
landers and the Indians of Chile, should there not be 
natural geniuses also right at home among the unedu 
cated people of England? In their state of eagerness 
and expectancy, the educated readers and patrons of 



86 The Brave New World 

poetry discovered a whole series of them. There was, 
first, Stephen Duck, the poetical thresherman, whose 
story is told on the title page which he himself wrote 
for the 1753 edition of his poems. He was for many 
years "a poor thresher in a barn at Charleton in the 
county of Wilts, at the wages of four shillings and six 
pence per week, till taken notice of by her late Majesty, 
Queen Caroline; who, on account of his great genius, 
gave him an apartment at Kew and a salary of thirty 
pounds per annum; after which he studied the learned 
languages, took orders, and is now a dignified clergy 
man." The effort to live up to his exalted status and 
his great reputation proved to be too much for him, his 
mind gave way, and he drowned himself in the Thames. 
Mary Collier, the poetical washerwoman of Peterfield, 
published a poem in 1739, reprinted in 1762. But she 
failed to get distinguished patronage. More fortunate 
was Henry Jones, the poetical bricklayer of Dublin, 
who was discovered by no less a person than the elegant 
Earl of Chesterfield, who brought Jones to England 
and made him a member of his household. But Jones 
took to drink, got involved financially with other serv 
ants, was dismissed by the Earl, was run over in Saint 
Martin's Lane while drunk, and died a few days later 
in the parish workhouse. Then there was James Wood- 
house, the poetical shoemaker, to whom Dr. Johnson 
gave the advice that he should stick to his last. Finally, 
there was Ann Yearsley, the poetical milk or pig 
woman of Bristol who in 1783 was taken under the 
patronage of tta learned ladies who were called the 
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Blue Stockings. The list of subscribers to the printing 
of her poems included such names as Mrs. Montagu, 
Mrs. Delany, Mrs. Boscawen, the Duchess of Devon 
shire, the Duchess of Beaufort, and the Duchess of 
Portland. 'Indeed, she is one of Nature's miracles," 
exclaimed Mrs. Montagu. "What harmony of num 
bers! What force of imagination! Wonder not, if our 
humble dame rises above Pindar or steps beyond Aes 
chylus/* But Ann Yearsley soon quarreled with her 
benefactors over the money they raised for her, the 
bubble reputation burst, and the pig woman returned 
to her pig and obscurity. Three years later, in 1786, 
when Robert Burns published his first volume of po 
etry, the reviewers of London and Edinburgh hailed 
him as another child of nature, a poet without art or 
education, although, as we now know, he was highly 
educated in his calling, and the inheritor of centuries 
of Scottish poetical tradition. 5 

Joseph Warton indulged in a little myth to explain 
the genius of Shakespeare: Fair Fancy found him as a 
smiling babe on winding Avon's willowed banks and 
carried him off to a close cavern where he listened 
with deep delight to her songs. And before Warton the 
pride of England was hailed by James Thomson in 
these terms: 

Is not wild Shakespeare thine and nature's boast? e 

These were the commonplaces of English thought 
many years before Rousseau in 1762 published his 
Emile* which was to become the classic on education 
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according to Nature. Rousseau explains that in this 
fictional biography of an orphan hoy he wants to form 
the man of nature, a paradox which disappears when 
he further states that this forming means the elimina 
tion from the experience of the child of all influence by 
civil society. In his novel he provides a tutor for Emile, 
but the effort of the tutor is to be purely negative. He is 
to see to it that nothing interferes with the spontaneous 
development of the senses and faculties of the pupil. 
Let the boy form his own course; let him see with his 
own eyes, feel according to his own heart, let him be 
governed by no authority except that of his own intelli 
gence. There must be no instruction; Emile must learn 
everything by observation and experience. He must 
not see a book until after the age of twelve, and his first 
reading is to be Robinson Crusoe. He must learn astron 
omy by getting lost in the woods and finding the polar 
star; he must learn geometry without book, that is, he 
must be an adolescent Euclid. If he breaks the window 
of his room, lei him learn from experience what it is 
like to live with bad weather beating in. The reader of 
Emile may be excused for pitying this poor unloved 
boy who so desperately needed a mother's care. All 
through his childhood and youth he has no companion 
ship except with this uncommunicative tutor who offers 
no help other than secretly arranging situations by 
which the boy may learn from experience, but who 
will otherwise instruct him in nothing. 

Emile, however, had at least a tutor; as he grew up 
he saw one human being other than himself. But in 
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1763, only the next year after the appearance of Rous 
seau's book, another philosopher of the Parisian 
group, Beaurieu, gave the world an improvement even 
on Emile. He called his story The Pupil of Nature. To 
preserve his hero in a state of absolutely uncontami- 
nated Nature Beaurieu had him confined for the first 
fifteen years of his life in a wooden cage, in which he 
was fed by persons he never saw and in which he never 
heard the sound of human voice. He could therefore be 
guaranteed free from corruption by human society. 
As an adolescent he was transported in some way to an 
uninhabited island, again without seeing or hearing 
the human beings who transported him. He was then 
ready to begin his life as a true child of Nature. In 
this pure and pristine condition he proceeded to learn 
everything he needed to know, including geometry and 
botany and the existence and nature of God. This was 
education according to Nature. 

These absurdities were of course intended to empha 
size the important underlying principle that all edu 
cation is in a sense self-education. This is no doubt an 
acceptable principle, provided it is properly qualified. 
But if it is joined with a sublime confidence in the 
native intellectual capacity and innate goodness of 
human nature, if it is to deprive the child of his right 
ful inheritance from the society into which he is born, 
if he is not to be fed intellectually or given any bring- 
ing-up in conduct, then, it would seem, the theory can 
become very dangerous indeed. When Aristotle lec 
tured on ethics to the young men of Athens he told 
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them that it is useless to lecture on ethics to young men 
unless they have been properly brought up. To the un- 
contaminated child of Nature Aristotle on ethics would 
ever remain a sealed book. 

As we have seen, the uneducated poets of the century 
were disappointments. The children in the educational 
novels were fictitious and unreal. But since the six 
teenth century Europe had been finding actual noble 
savages in various parts of the world. And the eight 
eenth century was thrilled to discover the finest speci 
mens of them all in the islands of the South Pacific, 
genuine children of Nature, whose life was so primitive 
and so idyllic as to match the fabled Golden Age and to 
suggest the way to a new Golden Age in the future. 
About 1769 the French Admiral Bougainville, in a 
voyage around the world, discovered Tahiti. In 1771 
he published his narrative of the voyage, a factual ac 
count such as one would expect from a naval officer 
making a report. Denis Diderot, the central figure 
among the Parisian philosophers, felt that the Admiral 
had missed a great philosophical opportunity, and he 
immediately wrote what he called a Supplement to the 
Voyages of Bougainville. Briefly described, it is an 
other one of those dialogues, not uncommon in the 
eighteenth century, between a European and a savage, 
each defending his own morals and way of life, with 
the savage always winning the victory. Diderot under 
takes to give a full narrative of incidents which the 
Admiral had naturally suppressed in his own account 
of his visits and conversations with the natives. Dide- 
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rot has the native Chief Orou explain the complete and 
ideal freedom of the sexes in this isle of Cytherea. This 
is too much for the chaplain, who is of course a Catho 
lic priest and whose sense of duty impels him to en 
lighten the chief regarding the ordinances of the holy 
institution of matrimony. Diderot, hating all Catholic 
priests, adds some farce to the situation which makes 
the holy man quite ridiculous. But the issues are too 
serious for mere farce. The noble figure of Chief Orou 
raises the tone to an appropriate and edifying level. 
He asks some searching questions about conditions in 
France, especially about how monogamy works out, to 
which the embarrassed priest could make only falter 
ing answers. The keen savage soon sees through it all: 

What a monstrous tissue is this that thou are unfolding 
to me I And even now thou dost not tell me all; for as soon 
as men allow themselves to dispose at their own will of the 
ideas of what is just and unjust, to take away, or to impose 
an arbitrary character on things; to unite to actions or to 
separate from them the good, and the evil, with no coun 
sellor save caprice then come blame, accusation, suspicion, 
tyranny, envy, jealousy, deception, chagrin, concealment, 
dissimulation, espionage, surprise, lies; daughters deceive 
their parents, wives their husbands, husbands their wives; 
young women, I don't doubt, will smother their children; 
suspicious fathers will despise and neglect their children; 
mothers will leave them to the mercy of accident; and crime 
and debauchery will show themselves in every guise. I know 
all that, as if I had lived among you. It is so, because it must 
be so ; and that society of thine, in spite of thy chief who 
vaunts its fine order, is nothing but a collection of hypocrites 
secretly trample the laws under foot; or of unfortunate 
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wretches who make themselves the instrument of their own 
punishment; or of imbeciles, in whom prejudice has abso 
lutely stifled the voice of nature. 7 

One observes first with some surprise how adequate 
the vocabulary of the happy isle is to describe the hor 
rors of depraved civilization. But the savage chief was 
not limited to denunciation; in his primal innocence 
he could also grasp and express philosophical princi 
ples and argue from them, principles which, by a 
happy coincidence, were precisely those held by Dide 
rot. He pronounces them eloquently: 

These singular precepts I find opposed to nature and 
contrary to reason. They are contrary to nature because they 
suppose that a being who thinks, feels, and is free, can be 
the property of a creature like itself. . . . And they are 
contrary to the general law of things. Can anything seem 
more senseless to thee than a precept which proscribes the 
law of change that is within us, and which commands a 
constancy that is impossible, and that violates the liberty of 
the male and the female, by chaining them together in per 
petuity; anything more senseless than are oaths of im 
mutability, taken by two creatures of flesh, in the face of 
a sky that is not an instant the same, under vaults that 
threaten ruin, at the base of a rock crumbling to dust, at 
the foot of a tree that is splitting asunder? . . . You may 
command what is opposed to nature, but you will not be 
obeyed. You will multiply evil-doers and the unhappy by 
fear, by punishment, by remorse; you will deprave men's 
consciences; you will corrupt their minds; they will have 
lost the polar star of their pathway. 8 

This is of course Diderot himself speaking. He was an 
enthusiast and given to such outbursts of SchwdrmereL 
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In his excitement he borrows the conscience and the 
polar star from the language of those moralists who 
were following a different Nature from his. It must 
be granted that Diderot was not entirely insincere 
about that; ethics was also one of his life-long enthusi 
asms, and he always hoped that he could write a trea 
tise demonstrating that virtue is preferable to vice. But 
he explained himself that he was always perplexed by 
a demon of philosophy which convinced him that the 
only sound basis for morals was science, especially 
physiology and medicine. Over this contradiction he 
agonized. He was profoundly moved by the fate of 
Seneca, who suffered martyrdom at the orders of 
Nero ; he shed tears over Seneca, as he did over many 
another character in history, fiction, and real life. Is it 
not possible, he wrote in his commentary on Seneca, 
that it would be better to suffer martyrdom with Seneca 
than to be the cruel tyrant who inflicted it? Oh, I be 
lieve it, I believe it: Je le crois, je le crois. He felt with 
his whole nature the greatness of a good deed or a good 
sentiment. But he could not escape consulting science 
also. And search as one might in the books on physiol 
ogy or medicine, nothing appeared there to justify 
martyrdom. 

This difficulty Diderot was never able to overcome. 
He could never reach a philosophy of human nature 
which distinguished between moral force and material 
force, between the imperative of a moral judgment and 
the physical necessity of a scientific physiology and 
neurology. 9 He was therefore unable to hold fast to 
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meaningful concept of the conscience which should not 
be depraved. When Diderot was still a youth Bishop 
Butler had said in the second of his Sermons upon 
Human Nature ( 1726) that conscience means direction 
and superintendency ; "to preside and govern, from the 
very economy and constitution of man, belongs to it. 
Had it strength, as it has right; had it power, as it has 
manifest authority, it would absolutely govern the 
world." Butler expressed the paradox and mystery of 
our moral freedom and moral responsibility, factors 
of our common experience which are not reducible to 
scientific statement. Diderot's eloquent apostrophe to 
the polar star and the conscience therefore comes down 
at last only to this maxim, that commands should not 
be issued if they are going to be disobeyed; let man 
follow the impulses of his nature, as the rivulet finds 
its course around obstructions down to the sea. 

One more precept of the noble chief of Tahiti must 
be examined : that we must not violate the law of change 
which is within us as well as everywhere observable in 
the cosmos about us. This idea has been dear to the 
modern world since the seventeenth century. It was an 
important part of the great ground swell which has 
shifted European thought. It provided a sort of scien 
tific sanction to the religion of the complete man, the 
free and complete expansion of die Menschlichkeit. 
John Dewey, a modern of the moderns, has somewhere 
remarked that perhaps the single moral end, if there 
is one, is "growth." Whether the growth is beneficent 
or malign would therefore be impossible to decide on 
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ethical grounds, for if growth is itself the ultimate 
value, all growth must be assumed to be good. How dis 
tinctively modern such thinking is we begin to realize 
when we search for anything like it in the great writers 
of the sixteenth century. Spenser, for instance, began 
his poetical career writing about the Ruins of Rome 
and the Ruins of Time, borrowing these themes from 
the French poets before him. Behold Rome, he wrote, 

what wrack, what ruin, and what waste, 
And how that she, which with her mighty power 
Tamed all the world, hath tamed herself at last, 
The prey of Time, which all things doth devour. 

The poetry of Spenser is the expression of the longing 
of man immersed as he is in a world of perpetual 
change and subject himself in large degree to the rav 
ages of change for that peace and serenity which 
comes only when we have found some permanent, im 
mutable, and eternal values in which to rest. In his 
cantos on Mutability, possibly the last poetry he wrote, 
he says that this continual change 

makes me loath this state of life so fickle, 
And love of things so vain to cast away; 
Whose flowering pride, so fading and so fickle, 
Short Time shall soon cut down with his consuming sickle. 

Mutability, he says, has not only broken the Laws of 
Nature but of Justice also, and made wrong of right 
and bad of good. Spenser sought spiritual strength in 
thinking of 
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that time when no more Change shall be, 
But steadfast rest of all things firmly stayed 
Upon the pillars of Eternity, 
That is contrair to Mutability. 

He was a Christian Platonist, and as a Platonist he 
took a sober view of the place of man in an unfriendly 
universe, in the midst of forces some of which he must 
never become reconciled to. Against them he must 
guard from corruption his most cherished possessions; 
for corruption ever threatens 

through the rust of time, 
That doth all fairest things on earth deface. 

Shakespeare can hardly be called a Christian Pla 
tonist, but he was nevertheless as deeply impressed as 
Spenser with the ravages of Time. If there is any gen 
eral impression to be derived from the totality of his 
work, it is that the goodness of life may so easily be 
lost irretrievably. Time, which changes all, is an enemy 
of man. It is almost with a sense of shock that we peruse 
his sonnets and discover how with a kind of noble anger 
he offers resistance to Time as a bitter foe. He honored 
Time with a copious vocabulary of denunciation: "this 
bloody Tyrant," "devouring Time," "Time's fell 
hand," "Time's tyranny," "Time's fickle glass." He 
observed that "wasteful Time debateth with decay"; 
like Diderot he thought it worth noting that 

rocks impregnable are not so stout, 
Nor gates of steel so strong, but Time decays. 



Following Nature 97 

But unlike Diderot he hurls back a defiant challenge: 
No, Time, thou shalt not boast that I do change. 

In the famous 116th sonnet we get a note of triumph 
over Change and Time: 

love is not love 

Which alters when it alteration finds. . . . 
Love's not Time's fool though rosy lips and cheeks 
Within his hending sickle's compass come; 
Love alters not with his brief hours and weeks, 
But bears it out even to the edge of doom. 

Going back to the Renaissance in this way, with Spenser 
and Shakespeare as representative of it, we can realize 
how profoundly the modern world has for two or three 
centuries gradually accepted mutability as an axio 
matic principle, and used it, not only to describe the 
phenomena of the physical world, but to erect a sort 
of norm or commandment in the regulation of human 
society and in the search for individual salvation and 
happiness. Lessing in the eighteenth century declared 
that if God offered him the choice between the eternal 
possession of truth and the eternal search after truth, 
he would choose eternal search, for, he said, it is by 
constant search and effort that man increases and per 
fects his energy. The modern world agrees with this 
preference and pronounces the conclusion of Dante's 
Paradiso a bore. Growth, as John Dewey thought, is 
the ultimate value. One may question whether those 
who choose the eternal search after truth have any but 
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vague ideas about the duration of eternity, whether 
they are going to be happy eternally with frustration. 
But for a few years the experience is no doubt exciting, 
and it may be plausibly defended as Following Nature. 




V. PROSPECTS OF UTOPIA 



A careful examination of our United States dollar bill 
will discover a Latin phrase on it: novus or do seclorum. 
This Latin is an adaptation from the fourth Eclogue of 
Virgil. In that poem Virgil was celebrating the birth 
of a boy just whom is not known, though in the Mid 
dle Ages it was believed that the poet had in this in 
stance been given prophetic powers and that he had 
been permitted to announce the coming of the Messiah. 
This misinterpretation is explained by the fact that 
Virgil plainly did predict a great new Golden Age 
under the Emperor Augustus: hence the resonant line 
in the poem: 

Magnus ab integro saeclorum nascitur ordo, 

which may be rendered into English loosely by Shake 
speare's "0 brave new world!" or more accurately by 
another sonorous line from Shelley's poetic drama 
Hellas (1821): 

The world's great age begins anew, 

The golden years return, 
The earth doth like a snake renew 

Her winter weeds outworn; 
Heaven smiles, and faiths and empires gleam, 
Like wrecks of a dissolving dream. . * * 
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Another Athens shall arise, 

And to remoter time 
Bequeath, like sunset to the skies, 

The splendor of its prime; 
And leave, if nought so bright may live, 
All earth can take or Heaven can give. 

The explanation of the appearance of the Virgilian 
phrase, novus ordo seclorum, on our Great Seal and on 
our dollar bill is that our nation was formed, as a na 
tion under its own government, at a time when there 
was a quite general expectation that a great new Golden 
Age was about to begin. Our Revolution against Eng 
land was a sign of it, and a few years later the French 
Revolution, with its dramatic violence and its pro 
phetic program, became an even more startling symbol 
of the Messianic hopes that inspired the age. Richard 
Price, a distinguished and able dissenting minister, is 
perhaps best known because htf angered Burke in 1789 
by his political sermon on the French Revolution; but 
Price, like many other people in England at that time, 
had earlier sympathized with the American Colonies in 
their struggle for independence, and when the Colonies 
were victorious in 1781, he preached a sermon on that 
occasion, taking as his text the Second Epistle of Peter, 
3:13: "Nevertheless we, according to his promise, look 
for new heavens and a new earth, wherein dwelleth 
righteousness." The young poet Wordsworth, when he 
visited France in 1791, expected the French Revolu 
tion to inaugurate a new age, and therefore he thought 
that 
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Bliss was it in that dawn to be alive, 
But to be young was very heaven. 

Looking back to this moment in later years, Words 
worth wrote in his Prelude: 

Europe at that time was thrilled with joy, 
France standing on the top of golden hours. 
And human nature seeming born again. 

However, the American and French Revolutions were 
not thought of as the causes of the approaching New 
Age, but rather as good omens, as signs that the New 
Age was even nearer than might have been supposed. 
For the whole theory of the future Golden Age had 
been completely formulated before either Revolution. 
For instance, Joseph Priestley, the discoverer of oxy 
gen, a prolific writer on philosophy as well as on sci 
ence, expressed his faith in 1768, eight years before 
the Declaration of Independence: 

Whatever was the beginning of the world, the end will be 
glorious and paradisiacal beyond what our imaginations can 
now conceive. Extravagant as some people may suppose 
these views to be, I think I could show them to be fairly 
suggested by the true theory of human nature and to arise 
from the natural course of human affairs. 1 

Priestley, we observe, states what the basis is for the 
confident expectation of the millennium, the New Jeru 
salem, as it was sometimes called; this basis was the 
new philosophy, the new and true theory of human 
nature, as Priestley would have it; or as Wordsworth 
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expressed it, human nature seemed to be born again. 
We should all be aware of how deeply ingrained 
this eighteenth-century theory has become in the mod 
ern mind. In 1921 James Harvey Robinson, a notable 
professor of history, published a book called The Mind 
in the Making, which was popular reading at the time 
and which has been much excerpted for readings for 
college freshmen ever since. Robinson, with the air 
of one who was proclaiming a new gospel to the world, 
urged that we should bring to the moral and social 
sciences the same scientific method and objectivity and 
openness of mind that had achieved such obvious suc 
cess in the physical sciences. Everyone could see that 
these had been astonishingly effective in adding to our 
knowledge of the universe. "But the knowledge of man, 
of the springs of his conduct, of his relation to his 
fellow-men singly or in groups, and the felicitous regu 
lation of human intercourse in the interest of harmony 
and fairness, have made no such advance. Aristotle's 
treatises on astronomy and physics, and his notions 
... of chemical processes, have long gone by the 
board, but his politics and ethics are still revered. Does 
this mean that his penetration in the sciences of man 
exceeded so greatly his grasp of natural science, or 
does it mean that the progress of mankind in the scien 
tific knowledge and regulation of human affairs has 
remained almost stationary for over two thousand 
years? I think we may safely conclude that the latter 
is the case." Robinson cautiously disclaimed the idea 
that moral and social science could be "exact" to the 
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same degree as mechanics. But the knowledge of hu 
man nature has remained stationary for over two thou 
sand years, and only science can ameliorate this situa 
tion. A little further on he suggests that we may do 
wisely to look on all old ideas with suspicion, and the 
older the idea the more it should be suspect. 

This faith in a scientific regulation of human affairs, 
in a science of human nature which can be genuinely 
predictive, has become one of the commonplaces of our 
time, due to a general drift of opinion of which Pro 
fessor Robinson's book is only one example. It is the 
faith which inspires a great deal of current research in 
the social sciences. In spite of repeated failures and 
futilities, this hope seems to be inextinguishable. The 
difficulty, so it is explained to us, is that the science of 
human behavior is still in the stage of development; 
but, theoretically, when we have studied the whole 
range of human behavior with scientific thoroughness, 
we may well expect that we shall be able to predict all 
contingencies, that we shall solve all major problems 
by human engineering. It has to be admitted that at the 
present time absolute certainty is possible, or at least 
is being attained, only in mathematics, astronomical 
physics, and in physical sciences. When we move from 
these to the biological sciences and medicine, and 
thence to the social sciences, the role of mathematics 
grows progressively smaller and the possibility of 
mathematical certainty keeps on diminishing. Critics 
of "scientism" point to these facts as indicators that hu 
man behavior is not amenable to the same scientific 
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processing as a machine and that a truly exact social 
science must make the initial assumption that human 
nature is mechanical. The statistical calculation of 
probabilities is no more infallible than the shrewd 
judgment of a man of experience. 

The philosophers of the eighteenth century devel 
oped, from their inheritance of ideas from the seven 
teenth, what has been called "the Idea of Progress." 
This idea was new in modern times. From the Greeks 
down to the Renaissance, the prevailing philosophy of 
history was either that the world is steadily deteriorat 
ing, or that there is at best a cyclical repetition of de 
terioration and improvement. It was generally agreed 
that the past history of mankind was rather disillusion 
ing. But with the seventeenth century, with the stimulus 
of the new science, men began to turn their eyes more 
to the promise of the future, and the idea of progress 
was a philosophy of future history, of a future which 
would be almost the exact opposite of the miserable 
past, because man was henceforth to control his own 
destiny by means of science. Science held out this hope, 
not just because it provided mankind with new instru 
ments of navigation, or improvements in agriculture 
or cattle-breeding or cotton-spinning, or with its many 
other contributions to comfort and ease and the re 
duction of physical labor. Such practical applications 
of science give us, when all is said, only a moderate 
optimism. The new glorious hope of progress was the 
expectation that science was to be applied, not only to 
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the tools that man uses, but to man himself. Let us look 
again at what Priestley wrote in 1768: 

Whatever was the beginning of the world, the end will be 
glorious and paradisiacal, beyond what our imaginations can 
now conceive. Extravagant as some may suppose these views 
to be, I think I could show them to be fairly suggested by 
the true theory of human nature, and to arise from the 
natural course of human affairs. 

Let us observe especially Priestley's emphasis on the 
true theory of human nature as fundamental to this 
optimism. What science offered as its greatest contribu 
tion to the life of man was that it would at last give man 
a true theory of his own nature and thus enable him to 
control his own destiny. That was the idea of progress. 
But that is also just what such moderns as James Har 
vey Robinson and H. G. Wells were offering to the 
early twentieth century; this modern gospel, which is 
preached to us every day as something new, was al 
ready lifting up the hearts of men two or three cen 
turies ago. 

This new and true theory of human nature we have 
already traced from its formative principles. We have 
seen that the philosophers were guided and inspired 
by two great philosophical revelations of the seven 
teenth century, the science of Newton and the psychol 
ogy of Locke. From science they learned about the 
mechanical nature of the universe, from which they 
deduced that man must also be a mechanism and that 
the phenomena of m&n's consciousness must be ex- 
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plained in terms of cause and effect as rigidly as the 
phenomena of the physical world. If we are to make 
progress we must apply the same mode of scientific 
reasoning both to the physical nature of man and to 
his moral and intellectual nature. And from John 
Locke they learned that there is nothing in the mind of 
man that has not come into it through the senses. These 
sensations, they explained, are built up into larger 
units in the mind, but no matter how complex our men 
tal operations may become, they are merely the various 
combinations of sensations; we cannot jump out of our 
psychological skins. What we are is the sum total of 
what our experience has made us. We are the products 
of our environment and our education. Thus we arrive 
by a logical series of propositions at two complemen 
tary conclusions : first, the evil that we currently find 
in man is not natural to him; it has been forced into 
him by bad education, bad experience, vicious institu 
tions, and old prejudices handed down unintelligently 
from generation to generation; secondly, man may be 
born again, as Wordsworth put it, by a thorough house 
cleaning, by which all this rubbish out of the past is 
discarded forever, and a completely new society is 
established by reason on the basis of a sound theory 
of human nature. Again we observe how science and 
sentimentalism combine to lay out a program for Fol 
lowing Nature. Nature, said William Godwin, never 
made a dunce. Man, said Helvetius before Godwin, is 
born ignorant, but he is not born a sot, and it requires 
labor to make him one: "Art and method are necessary; 
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instruction must heap error upon error; he must have 
his prejudices multiplied by a multitude of lectures. If 
sottism be the common condition of mankind among the 
polished nations, it is the effect of a contagious instruc 
tion; it is because they are educated by men of false sci 
ence, and read sottish books." 2 Education, Helvetius 
contended, can accomplish everything, both good and 
evil: 

The strongest proof of the power of education is the pro 
portion constantly observed between the diversity of instruc 
tion, and its different products or results. ... If we ask 
what is the cause that so little just judgment is to be found 
among the theologians? The duplicity common to them in 
general results from their education ; they are in this respect 
more assiduously instructed than other men; being accus 
tomed from their youth to content themselves with the 
jargon of the schools, and to take words for things, it be 
comes impossible for them to distinguish truth from false 
hood, or sophism from demonstration. . . . The soldier is 
commonly in his youth ignorant and licentious. Why? Be 
cause he has no need of instruction. In Ms later years he is 
frequently a sot and a fanatic. Why? Because the days of 
debauchery being then past, his ignorance tends to make him 
superstitious. . . . Education makes us what we are. . , . 
The science of education may be reduced perhaps to the 
placing a man in that situation which will force him to 
attain the talents and virtues required of him. 3 

The problem of educating the individual is apparently 
to disappear if we can achieve a reformation of society. 
Education, we are often told, is coextensive with life 
in fact, all life is education. And as education is such 
a totality of a man's experience, then his environment 
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the society and government which control him is a 
major part of his education. All this may be granted, 
But the crux of the argument comes when Helvetius 
insists that all experience is a one-way affair, the ef 
fect of external influences on man. The moral educa 
tion of the individual is purely and simply the manage 
ment of his environment, just as Rousseau explained 
in Emile. Helvetius expected government to perform 
this task in the regeneration of mankind. "Every im 
portant reformation in the moral part of education 
must presuppose a reformation in the laws and form 
of government." It might seem that such a requirement 
would offer little hope to a philosopher in France in 
1760, the France of Louis XV. But not so. Only con 
tinue to sow the seeds of truth in good minds and wait 
for a favorable time for them to spring up. "The phi 
losopher therefore perceives," said Helvetius, "at a 
greater or less distance, the time when power will 
adopt the plan of instruction presented by wisdom; 
and let him [the philosopher], animated by this hope, 
endeavour in the meantime to undermine those prej 
udices that oppose the execution of his plan." 4 

In all of these utterances Helvetius fairly represents 
the philosophical movement of his time, both in France 
and England. He explains why the new and true theory 
of human nature led to such extraordinary optimism, 
and how it could be possible to speak of human nature 
being born again. Change the environment in which 
children grow up, and in a generation or two all the 
evils will wither and blow away. Let but reason prevail. 
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Adopt the new ideas propounded by the scientific mor 
alist, the scientific psychologist, the scientific economist 
and political philosopher, and man will discover that 
he has unlimited power to change and direct his des 
tiny nay, even that his nature may become com 
pletely perfected. Such was the theory of Progress as 
it was formulated in the eighteenth century. Such was 
the theory that nourished the great hope of a new age, 
a new series of centuries, a Golden Age in the not dis 
tant future. 

A complete account of the rise and development of 
the Idea of Progress would be a history of a very large 
part of the thought of two centuries; a full account of 
its diffusion into the public mind would lead us into 
popular literature, into an examination of novels, es 
says, poetry, and general publications of all kinds. It 
would lead beyond France and England to Germany, 
where Herder explained Progress as the cosmic plan 
of Creative Wisdom which would permit no develop 
ment to be futile; all God's means are ends, and all His 
ends are means to higher ends. Humanity therefore 
moves, in a somewhat fatalistic way, toward its high 
est goal in the future. In his Ideas of the Philosophy of 
the History of Humanity, begun in 1784, he voiced 
this hope: "The flower of humanity, captive still in its 
germ, will blossom out one day into the true form of 
man like unto God, in a state of which no terrestrial 
man can imagine the greatness and the Majesty." In the 
same year Immanuel Kant published a short sketch 
on the Idea of a Universal History on a Cosmopolitan 
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Plan, in which he tried to show how man can progress 
toward a perfect civil society in the future. Such a cos 
mopolitan history, he thought, would open up "a con 
solatory prospect into futurity, in which at a remote 
distance we shall discover the human species seated 
upon an eminence won hy infinite toil, where all the 
germs are unfolded which nature has implanted and 
its own destination upon this earth accomplished." 5 
Even the sober and severe Kant cherished the idea of 
the Millennium, although he believed it could be real 
ized only in the remote future and only after infinite 
toil. 

The most heroic prophet of Progress was the French 
man Condorcet. He was born in 1743, and was only a 
young man when the Parisian philosophers were most 
active. He lived to see the French Revolution, whereas 
Rousseau and Diderot and Holbach and Helvetius and 
their friends did not. He took part in the Revolution. 
But, as we know, each group in power in the French 
Revolution was soon swept out by a new group which 
sent its predecessors to the guillotine. Condorcet was 
among those swept out of power by Robespierre, and 
he was guillotined in 1794. While he was in hiding, 
with a fairly certain expectation that he would be dis 
covered and executed, he wrote his prophetic treatise, 
a Sketch of a Historical Picture of the Progress of the 
Human Mind, which was published the year after his 
death. In this sketch he distinguished ten periods or 
stages in the history of man, nine of which were in the 
past or present, and the tenth in the future. This future 



Prospects of Utopia 111 

period, the period of man made perfect, living in a 
perfect society, is guaranteed to us by the progress of 
the human mind, which, as the title indicates, is to be 
the real source of progress. Thus Condorcet, con 
demned to death and hiding from an almost certain 
fate, sat writing his essay in complete confidence in 
his vision of the perfect human race of the future. This 
vision, he said, the vision of posterity 

freed from its chains, . . . marching with sure steps on the 
road to virtue, truth, and happiness, consoles the philosopher 
for the errors, the crimes, the injustices that still soil the 
earth, and of which he himself is often the victim. It is in 
the contemplation of this picture . . . that he finds his true 
recompense for virtue. The contemplation of this picture is 
an asylum in which the memory of his persecutors does not 
follow him, an asylum in which, living in imagination with 
mankind re-established in its rights and in its true nature, 
he can forget mankind corrupted and tormented by greed, 
fear, envy. It is in this asylum that he truly lives with his 
fellows, in a heaven which his reason has created, and which 
his love of humanity embellishes with the purest joys. 6 

It is not wise to look with too much contempt at these 
eighteenth-century paeans of jubilation over the ap 
proaching Millennium. Some of the doctrines on which 
they were based have a familar sound even in the mid- 
twentieth century. First of all, we may note the rejec 
tion of history, of the inheritance from the past. His 
tory has written the slate full, but full of error, misery, 
vice. Let us wipe the slate clean and begin all over 
again. Let us not be weighed down by the dead hand of 
the past. And as for the institutions and customs which 
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we have inherited from the past, one glance at what 
they have done to corrupt human nature should be suf 
ficient to condemn them. Men are unfortunately not 
what they by nature are meant to he, but what society 
has made them. As Holcroft, the English dramatist and 
novelist and friend of Godwin, explained: "The gen 
erous feelings and higher propensities of the soul are, 
as it were shrunk up, scarred, violently wrenched, and 
amputated, to fit us for our intercourse with the world" 
the world that past history has made for us. Our ef 
forts to improve human life must therefore be directed, 
in the first instance, not at any supposed evil within 
human nature, but at the evil in the environment. Men 
are now vicious because they are in a way imprisoned 
in their heritage from the past; liberate them, and their 
viciousness will depart from them. For all the philos 
ophers with the single exception of Helvetius were con 
vinced that man is naturally good. They were con 
vinced that he can become good and even reach a state 
of perfection because by changing human institutions 
human nature itself will be born again. Those who 
should manage human affairs, the scientific moralists 
and law-givers, the educators, the statesmen, are all, 
as Holbach stated it, "gardeners who can by varying 
systems of cultivation alter the character of men as 
they would alter the form of trees." All this moral and 
political geometry is spun out by the overruling rea 
son, which makes its prescriptions for a simplified and 
abstract Man, for man as he must be assumed to be if 
science is to understand and explain him completely. 7 
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Are such ideas and such reasonings still current 
among us? Some unquestionable authorities have 
thought so. A revealing remark was once made by A.D. 
Lindsay, master of Balliol College at Oxford, and dis 
tinguished not only as a Greek scholar but also as a 
Socialist and leader of the Labor Party in England. 
In 1928 he contributed a brief preface to the English 
translation of Elie Halevy's study of The Growth of 
Philosophic Radicalism. He thought that it is of "spe 
cial interest and value to us at present" to see Halevy's 
"convincing demonstration of how deeply the Ben 
thamites were influenced by their belief in the pos 
sibilities of applying to the study of man and society 
the principles and methods of the physical sciences. 
This is the clue to some of the most curious aberrations 
of their thought, and to much of their short-sightedness. 
The belief is still with us. It is curious how often men 
are still found to argue, in the manner of Bentham, that 
if certain things are admitted to be true, sociology 
could not be an exact science, and therefore the admis 
sions must not be made." He concluded that perhaps 
"the most striking impression which the book makes 
is how much of our thought on modern social problems, 
whether we call ourselves individualists or socialists, 
still follows the lines laid down by, and still accepts 
the presuppositions of, the philosophical radicals." On 
the question of the goodness of human nature Reinhold 
Niebuhr has remarked that "no cumulation of contra 
dictory evidence seems to disturb modern man's good 
opinion of himself. He considers himself the victim 
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of corrupting institutions which he is about to destroy 
or reconstruct, or of the confusions of ignorance which 
an adequate education is about to overcome. Yet he 
continues to regard himself as essentially harmless and 
virtuous." Finally, there is testimony from behind the 
Iron Curtain that may well give us pause. It comes 
from I. K. Luppol, a Moscow philosopher, whose book 
on Diderot and his philosophical ideas was translated 
into French in 1936. Luppol first speaks for himself: 
"Are the morals of a nation bad? The cause is bad 
laws, a deplorable form of government. To improve 
the manners and morals it is therefore necessary to 
change the structure of the state. This is the aspect of 
the social doctrine of French materialism which Karl 
Marx had in mind when he wrote that eighteenth-cen 
tury French materialism leads directly to socialism 
and communism." Then Luppol quotes Marx as fol 
lows: "It does not require much intelligence to grasp 
the connection between materialist doctrine on the one 
hand, a doctrine which teaches the innate tendency of 
man to goodness, the equality of intellectual aptitudes 
among all men, the omnipotence of experience, habit, 
and education, the influence of external circumstances 
on a man's nature, etc., and on the other hand, com 
munism and socialism." 8 Russian theory seems to con 
tinue officially faithful to Marx on these matters. Ge 
netics, the study of heredity, contradicts the theory of 
the omnipotence of the environment. More than twenty 
years ago Moscow decreed that genetics is an antisocial 
science and refused to allow the geneticists of the 
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world to hold their Congress in Russia. The ideas that 
we find in the musty old books of the eighteenth century 
have not died away completely; to each new genera 
tion the old ideas appear fresh and new. 

English disciples of the Parisian philosophers 
would, however, have shuddered at the thought of 
finding a communistic state at the end of their specula 
tive course. Lovers of freedom as they were, they pre 
ferred as little government as possible, and ideally 
none at all. The most impressive exponent of this 
tendency was William Godwin, whose two-volume 
work on Political Justice, published in 1793, fired all 
the generous youth of England. William Hazlitt wrote 
a generation later that Godwin "blazed as a sun in the 
firmament of reputation; no one was more talked of, 
more looked up to, more sought after, and wherever 
liberty, truth, justice was the theme, his name was not 
far off." Coleridge, Wordsworth, and Southey, all of 
them then young men in their twenties, became his 
disciples. "Throw away your books on chemistry," 
Wordsworth counseled a young student of the Temple, 
"and read Godwin on Necessity." A generation later 
Shelley became first a convert to Godwin's ideas and 
then his son-in-law. When we examine the contents of 
the two volumes we meet again the familiar doctrines 
of Helvetius and Holbach. Godwin learned them from 
the French, and he repeats them, the idea of cause and 
effect governing completely the nature of man, the all- 
important power of experience in fashioning our 
minds, and so on. But Godwin differed from the Pari- 
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sians in important ways; for instance, the French were 
inclined to hope that the regeneration of the world 
would come about by having the governments adopt 
the ideas of the philosophers and putting them in ef 
fect; we must remember that this was the era of the 
enlightened despots, such as Frederick of Prussia and 
the Empress Catherine of Russia, both of whom wished 
to be considered admirers of the new philosophers. 
But Godwin would have nothing to do with govern 
ments. He contended that government is distinct from 
society, and he agreed with Paine that "society is pro 
duced by our wants, and government by our wicked 
ness." 9 As for progress in the discovery and dissemina 
tion of truth, government could only be a hindrance ; 
by its very nature it is repressive and hostile to the im 
provements of the individual mind. The intellectual 
salvation of man is possible only as we move in the 
direction of a state of near anarchy. In his two volumes 
Godwin found room to canvass the whole range of in 
stitutions and demonstrate the necessity of abolishing 
all of them: monarchy, of course, but also all other 
forms of government, aristocracy, the church not 
only state churches, but all of them private property, 
marriage, the principle of majority rule, all coercive 
law and all law courts, and even juries, except as they 
might operate in a purely advisory capacity. The ideal 
society would be one in which man is uninhibited by 
any external compulsion, but whose whole life is the 
free and spontaneous fulfillment of his natural social 
inclinations, enlightened and guided by reason. 



Prospects of Utopia 117 

Reason is probably the key concept of his philoso 
phy. Godwin wanted a revolution, but he wanted noth 
ing by force, not even the triumph of truth. It was clear 
to Godwin that the revolution that was needed could 
and should come about by the prevalence of sheer rea 
son, by the dissemination of truth from one convert 
to another. According to the law of cause and effect, it 
is impossible for the mind, once it has apprehended 
truth, to resist the effect of it, for man, said Godwin, 
is by definition a rational being. "If there be any man 
who is incapable of making inferences for himself, or 
of understanding, when stated in the most explicit 
terms, the inferences of another, him we consider as 
an abortive production, and not in strictness belonging 
to the human species." 10 In view of the many readers 
of Godwin who could not agree with him, it would seem 
rather harsh for Godwin to define them as abortive pro 
ductions and not in strictness belonging to the human 
species. It is evident, we read, that if those into whose 
hands the sacred cause of truth may be intrusted will 
do justice to its merits, then truth "includes in it the 
indestructible germ df ultimate victory. Every new 
convert that is made to its cause, if he is taught its ex 
cellence as well as its reality, is a fresh apostle to ex 
tend its illumination through a wider sphere. In this 
respect it resembles the motion of a falling body, which 
increases its rapidity in proportion to the squares of 
the distances/' a No one can doubt that truth is mighty 
and will prevail by its own irresistible force if it is 
governed by such a mathematical law in its operation. 



1 18 The Brave New World 

a law analogous to the law of gravitation. But it seems 
clear that Godwin did not arrive at this conclusion by 
experience, but by pure geometrical reasoning from a 
priori definitions. 

From this doctrine of the omnipotence of truth there 
follows that the lives of men must necessarily be 
changed as truth is disseminated in ever wider circles. 
For Godwin was able to demonstrate also that our ac 
tions are governed absolutely by our reason. "What 
ever is brought home to the understanding, so long as 
it is present to the mind, possesses an undisputed em 
pire over the conduct." The moral weaknesses and 
vices of men are therefore not invincible. For these 
"are founded upon ignorance and error; but truth is 
more powerful than any champion that can be brought 
into the field against it; consequently truth has the 
faculty of expelling weakness and vice, and placing 
nobler and more beneficent principles in their stead." 12 
Man is, therefore, a perfectible being and the instru 
ment of his perfection is the force of omnipotent rea 
son. But we have yet to explore what kind of being man 
will be when he becomes perfected. What does Godwin 
mean by Justice? And what kind of virtue will be prac 
ticed by the perfected man? Here Godwin parts com 
pany with Helvetius, who held the Hobbesian doctrine 
of the natural selfishness of human nature, and ex 
pected the government to unite all the many individual 
selfish interests into one harmonious mutual good. But 
Godwin, like Diderot and Rousseau and most of the 
philosophers, believed in the natural goodness of hu- 
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man nature, and like most of them, he held that the 
prime and all-embracing virtue, the one virtue from 
which all other goodness could emanate, is benevo 
lence. By the time of Godwin the Utilitarians had 
evolved a formula for guiding this benevolence: the 
greatest good of the greatest number good being 
usually understood as the equivalent of happiness, and 
happiness as the presence of pleasure and the absence 
of pain. Bentham had already worked out a calculus 
of moral values on this basis, a calculus of pleasures 
and pains, Godwin derived his theory of virtue both 
from this sentimental doctrine of benevolence and 
from the Utilitarian theory of the greater benefit to 
the whole. Virtue is therefore the desire of the happi 
ness of the human species; but a virtuous act must also 
be the result of the knowledge of some truth, and this 
truth must be a reasoned calculation that a certain act 
will conduce to the happiness of the species. Virtue 
is thus the necessary consequence of holding the right 
ideas and making the right calculations. "Where it 
exists in any eminence," said Godwin, "it is a species 
of conduct, modelled upon a true estimate of the dif 
ferent reasons inviting us to preference." 13 Accord 
ingly the Golden Rule falls a little short; it does not 
require the exercise of the calculating reason: "This 
maxim, though possessing considerable merit as a pop 
ular principle, is not modelled with the strictness of 
philosophical accuracy." 14 

Unfortunately, things being as they are, we must, 
most of us, undergo a kind of purging before we can 
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live on this high level of rationality. We are all vitiated 
by our institutions, our customs, and our inherited 
prejudices, and we must free ourselves from these 
trammels which continually hinder the reason. Godwin 
thought up a situation which would drive home the 
lesson that we must ever keep in mind the greater 
good of the greater number. It happened that Godwin 
admired Archbishop Fenelon for his widely read phil 
osophical narrative Telemachus and believed that by 
writing this book Fenelon had indisputably done a 
great good to a great number. Suppose, then, that you 
were to find the house of the Archbishop in flames and 
that you had to choose whether to rescue the author 
writing his book or his chambermaid. Which should 
you choose? Not the chambermaid, as irrational chiv 
alrous tradition would dictate; for there are few of us 
"that would hesitate to pronounce" that the prelate 
with the unfinished masterpiece would contribute more 
to the happiness, information, and improvement of 
others than a mere chambermaid. But Godwin presses 
on to expose some even more insidious considerations. 
Suppose, he goes on, that the chambermaid were your 
wife, or your mother; according to rational calcula 
tion, "this would not alter the truth of the proposition." 
The choice of the more valuable life is what Godwin 
calls justice, and mere gratitude or affection would 
merely confuse the issue. These remarks caused some 
scandal at the time, and in the third edition of his work 
Godwin altered the chambermaid to a valet and the 
wife or mother to father or brother. But the objection 
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remained that family feeling and gratitude are irrel 
evant in questions of justice and virtue. 15 

If we follow such a rule of reason, we will make no 
promises of any kind. Promises are always immoral. 
What we promise must be either right or wrong. If it 
is right, we will do what we promise by the immutable 
laws of reason and the promise is unnecessary. If it is 
wrong, the promise violates the principle of justice and 
is obviously immoral. Marriage vows are examples 
of such irrationality, and so also are treaties between 
nations. 

But of all the evils to be abolished by the omnipo 
tence of reason, the greatest in Godwin's estimation 
was property. "With grief it must be confessed/' he 
says, "that, however great and excessive are the evils 
that are produced by monarchies and courts, by the 
imposture of priests and the iniquity of criminal laws, 
all these are imbecile and impotent compared with the 
evils that arise out of the established system of prop 
erty." 16 The evil lies in the concept that something is 
mine; for the idea of anything being personal and 
private naturally contradicts the principle that we must 
always first consider the general good. What I have 
does not belong to me; I hold it in trust for others; if 
they need it more than I do, it belongs to them. "My 
neighbor is in want of ten pounds that I can spare. 
. . . Unless it can be shown that the money can be 
more beneficently employed, his right is as complete 
as if he had my bond in his possession, or had supplied 
me with goods to the amount." 17 That is, property 
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belongs, not necessarily to him who has worked for it, 
but to him who needs it most. Would such a practice 
lead to interminable squabbles between neighbors? 
Not in an ideal society. "In a state of society where men 
lived in the midst of plenty, and where all shared alike 
in the bounties of nature, these sentiments [envy, mal 
ice, revenge, the spirit of oppression, the spirit of 
fraud] would inevitably expire. The narrow principle 
of selfishness would vanish. No man being obliged to 
guard his little store, or provide, with anxiety and pain, 
for his restless wants, each would lose his individual 
existence in the thought of the general good. No man 
would be an enemy to his neighbor, for they would 
have no subject of contention; and of consequence, 
philanthropy would resume the empire which reason 
assigns her." 18 

It is difficult to imagine how philanthropy could be 
the general activity in a society in which no one has 
any property and no one has any wants. But here we 
have reached Godwin's idea of justice; it is that in a 
society animated by benevolence and governed by rea 
son, every man will have what he needs and every other 
man will gladly give it to him. Who is to decide what 
he needs? Unerring reason will resolve all such ques 
tions, and perfected man will obey reason. As Hazlitt 
said about Bentham, "Strict logicians are licensed vi 



sionaries." 



As human nature and society approach this state of 
perfection, institution after institution will become use 
less and disappear. Godwin conceded that it may be 
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necessary at some points in this transition to use a little 
authority and violence, but not much, and even this 
necessity "does not appear to arise out of the nature of 
man, but out of the institutions by which he has been 
corrupted. Man is not originally vicious. . . . Render 
the plain dictates of justice level to every capacity 
. . . and the whole species will become reasonable 
and virtuous." 19 In that condition juries, for instance, 
will cease to render verdicts; it will be sufficient for 
them to make recommendations; nay, why should 
twelve men be used when the reason of one man can 
perform the task as well as the identical reasons of 
twelve? And why should there be elections? Will not 
the competence of one individual to instruct his neigh 
bors be a matter of sufficient notoriety, without the 
formality of an election? And so on. Even philosophic 
reason could set no limits to the glorious prospects 
that might lie ahead. Godwin, for his part, hoped that 
in this bright future medicine would conquer not only 
disease but death. With the complete supremacy of 
reason, and with the world well populated and no one 
dying, the propagation of children can be dispensed 
with. "The whole will then be a people of men, and not 
of children. Generation will not succeed generation, 
nor truth have in a certain degree to recommence her 
career every thirty years. Other improvements may be 
expected to keep pace with those of health and longev 
ity. There will be no war, no crimes, no administration 
of justice as it is called, and no government. Beside 
this, there will be neither disease, anguish, melancholy, 
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nor resentment. Every man will seek, with ineffable 
ardor, the good of all." 20 

Such was Godwin's dream for the future in 1793. 
Such was the dream that captivated the hest youth of 
that turbulent decade. The world's great age was to 
begin anew, and human nature was to be born again. 
Unfortunately, the French Revolution soon belied its 
promise and developed into the Reign of Terror, and 
shortly thereafter Napoleon appeared, the man on 
horseback. Instead of Utopia, England and Europe 
were to experience a whole generation of war and 
hardship. When Shelley appeared, after it was all over, 
and began the concluding chorus of his poetic drama 
Hellas with the swelling and hopeful strain, 

The world's great age begins anew, 
The golden years return, 

he concluded the last stanza with lament and disillu 
sionment, 

Drain not to its dregs the urn 

Of bitter prophecy. 
The world is weary of the past, 
Oh, might it die or rest at last! 

There were those in the eighteenth century who foresaw 
this line of development. They objected that the revolu 
tionary thought was inadequate in its fundamental as 
sumptions, that its method was unsound, and that it 
was devoid of practical wisdom. The greatest of these 
critics was Edmund Burke* 




VI. BURKE AND THE 
RECONSTRUCTION OF 
SOCIAL PHILOSOPHY 



During his lifetime Burke was perhaps best known as 
a politician who, as his friend Goldsmith wrote, in 
an inverted compliment, "to party gave up what was 
meant for mankind." But after his death it was soon 
recognized that Burke had in fact given to mankind a 
great and profound philosophy of society and govern 
ment. In his youth Coleridge had been an enthusiastic 
disciple of Godwin and in a sonnet in 1794 accused 
Burke of having "with wizard spell blasted the lau 
relled fame of Freedom" ; but some twenty years later, 
in his Biographia Literaria, he could praise Burke as 
a political seer, who referred habitually to principles. 
"In Burke's writings, indeed, the germs of almost all 
political truths may be found." These principles gov 
erned the opinions of Burke throughout his career. 
"Let the scholar who doubts this assertion refer only 
to the speeches and writings of Edmund Burke at the 
commencement of the American War and compare 
them with his speeches and writings at the commence 
ment of the French Revolution. He will find the prin 
ciples exactly the same and the deductions the same." 
In the Victorian era John Morley, who was not without 
sympathy for the revolutionary philosophers of the 
eighteenth century, contributed his own famous trib- 
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ute. In his admirable little biography of Burke he 
praised the speeches on the struggle with the American 
Colonies: "It is no exaggeration to say that they com 
pose the most perfect manual in our literature or in 
any literature, for one who approaches the study of 
public affairs, whether for knowledge or for practice. 
They are an example without fault of all the qualities 
which the critic, whether a theorist or an actor, of great 
political situations should strive by night and by day 
to possess." 

Notwithstanding this great reputation and authority 
as a political thinker, Burke was not a philosopher, but 
a statesman. He himself once happened to distinguish 
between the two: "A statesman differs from a professor 
in an university: the latter has only the general view of 
society; the former, the statesman, has a number of 
circumstances to combine with those general ideas, and 
to take into his consideration." It is a striking and 
significant fact that the speculative revolutionary 
thinkers wrote in the retirement of the study, whereas 
Burke's writings are all speeches and pamphlets, the 
products of thirty years in the House of Commons. 
They are all utterances on specific issues before the 
House and the nation, all of them realistic discussions 
of actual current problems. And almost all of his par 
liamentary life was spent in the opposition, champion 
ing causes which, for the moment at least, went down to 
defeat. He was always an active fighter in the thick of 
battle. He wrote no treatise on the evil of slavery, but 
fee drew up a specific plan for stopping the worst evils 
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of the institution and for gradually abolishing it in 
an orderly manner; it was not adopted in his lifetime. 
He fought for greater economic freedom for Ireland, 
but without much success. He tried to give the Roman 
Catholics in England and Ireland some relief from the 
oppressive penal laws under which they still suffered, 
but real relief came to them only after Burke had 
passed away. He opposed those policies of George III 
and his ministries which drove the American Colonies 
to rebellion and secession, but all his efforts were in 
vain. He led in the attack of the House of Commons on 
Warren Hastings and the misgovernment of the natives 
of India, and here he had some success in forcing im 
provement in the India policy, even though Hastings 
was acquitted in the trial before the House of Lords. 
Such is the record of Burke's activities in the House 
of Commons ever fighting, ever in the opposition to 
the ministry and the policies that were victorious, ever 
championing the cause of the oppressed. 

But when the French Revolution broke out in 1789, 
Burke attacked it in his Reflections, undoubtedly one 
of the greatest and most influential political pamphlets 
of all time. Burke's critics and enemies have accused 
him of thus stirring up all Europe into an unfortunate 
reaction against the Revolution. Many agreed with 
Coleridge that he had blasted the laureled fame of 
Freedom. Why did Burke, the champion of the op 
pressed, so suddenly turn all his power of denunciation 
and invective against this uprising of the oppressed 
French? Morley has said the last and decisive word on 
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this apparent inconsistency: Burke changed his front, 
but he never changed his ground. As Coleridge said, 
Burke's principles remained exactly the same and his 
deductions the same. It was the principles operative in 
the French Revolution that Burke most feared, and 
against them he was forced into adamantine opposi 
tion by those principles which he had himself cherished 
all his life. He thought that the French Revolution, 
under the leaders it had and in the course it took, was 
far more than a struggle for economic improvement 
or political reform. In the Reflections (1790) he de 
clared that the most important of all revolutions that 
may be dated from the sixth of October, 1789, was "a 
revolution in sentiments, manners, and moral opin 
ions." In his Thoughts on French Affairs, written in 
1791, he observed that this Revolution is unlike any 
previous political revolution in the history of Europe: 
"It is a Revolution of doctrine and theoretic dogma." 
In his Letter to a Noble Lord (1796) he calls it "a sub 
ject of awful meditation. Before this of France, the 
annals of all time have not furnished an instance of a 
complete revolution. That Revolution seems to have 
extended even to the constitution of the mind of man." 
In his Second Letter on a Regicide Peace (1796) he 
asserted that "a silent revolution in the moral world 
preceded the political, and prepared it." Burke's at 
tacks on the French Revolution were a continuous bat 
tle for the minds of men. 

Accordingly, Burke in one place or another objected 
to almost every step in the dialectic of the speculative 
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philosophies of the Revolution. He objected to their 
basic fondness for a mathematical type of reasoning in 
politics. But this was an objection he had already 
voiced in 1775 in his speech On Conciliation: "Aris 
totle, the great master of reasoning, cautions us, and 
with great weight and propriety, against this species of 
delusive geometrical accuracy in moral arguments, 
as the most fallacious of all sophistry." He returns to 
it in the Reflections (1790): "Political reasoning is 
a computing principle: adding, subtracting, multiply 
ing, and dividing, morally, and not metaphysically or 
mathematically, true moral denominations." And in 
the Appeal from the New to the Old Whigs (1791) he 
declared that "pure metaphysical abstraction does not 
belong to these matters. The lines of morality are not 
like the ideal lines of mathematics. They are broad and 
deep as well as long. They admit of exceptions; they 
demand modifications. These exceptions and modifica 
tions are not made by the process of logic, but by the 
rules of prudence." Prudence is a concept not highly 
valued either in logic or in mathematics. Once it is 
admitted into political philosophy as a virtue, it brings 
with it a wholly different conception of the nature of 
man and of society. 

Instead of Godwin's man, "screwed up by mood and 
figure into a logical machine," as Hazlitt said, Burke 
presents a conception of a nature infinitely complex 
and even paradoxical. Man, he said, is at once a most 
wise and a most unwise being. In the Reflections he 
insisted that we need artificial institutions "to fortify 
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the fallible and feeble contrivances of our reason." 
In a famous passage he described that purging of hu 
man nature which was the program of the Revolution 
ists: "All the pleasing illusions, which made power 
gentle and obedience liberal, which harmonized the 
different shades of life, and which, by a bland assimila 
tion incorporated into politics the sentiments which 
beautify and soften private society, are to be dissolved 
by this new conquering empire of light and reason. All 
the decent drapery of life is to be rudely torn off. All 
the superadded ideas, furnished from the wardrobe of 
a moral imagination, which the heart owns and the 
understanding ratifies as necessary to cover the defects 
of our naked, shivering human nature, and to raise it 
to dignity in our own estimation, are to be exploded 
as ridiculous, absurd, and antiquated fashion." Burke 
saw many needs of human nature not visible to God 
win, who, as if to justify every phrase of Burke's con 
demnation, published Political Justice three years 
later. Of no group of men in the history of thought 
could one say more truly than of these revolutionary 
speculators what John Adams said of man in general, 
that he is a reasoning, but not a reasonable, animal. 
Godwin was not aware that feeble contrivances were 
possible to the human reason; and as Hazlitt has said, 
he absolves man from all ties of attachment to individ 
uals so that he may devote himself to the pursuit of 
universal benevolence. 

No philosophe ever meditated on the needs of our 
naked and shivering human nature. There was to be no 
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chill in the moral weather of Utopia. But Burke could 
consider what was necessary to raise human nature 
to dignity in our own estimation. Burke was no Calvin- 
ist and did not say much about the depravity of the 
human species; quite the contrary, he who despises 
man, he said, despises God. But neither did he have 
such confidence in the natural goodness and capacity 
of man that he would trust each man's conduct to his 
own judgment or inclination. It is not only sheer fool 
ish pride of intellect, it is a perversion of the intellect, 
a kind of metaphysical madness, for any man of spec 
ulation to sit down and write in a book the details of a 
completely new form of society. "We, in England," he 
retorted to his French correspondent, "are afraid to 
put men to live and trade each on his own private stock 
of reason; because we suspect that this stock in each 
man is small, and that the individuals would do better 
to avail themselves of the general bank and capital of 
nations and ages." He even took issue with the thinkers 
of France in the matter of prejudices, which they were 
constantly combating as the source of the worst evils; 
he suggested to them that instead of trying to explode 
old prejudices, they would do well to employ their 
sagacity to discover what latent wisdom might be in 
them. Good prejudices are valuable; they render "a 
man's virtue his habit, and not a series of unconnected 
acts. Through just prejudice a man's duty becomes a 
part of his nature." 

Coleridge accused Burke of deserting the cause of 
liberty, and so, evidently, did Burke' s French friend, 
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Monsieur Dupont. In October, 1789, Burke replied 
to him : "You hope, sir, that I think the French deserv 
ing of liberty. I certainly do. I certainly think that all 
men who desire it, deserve it. It is not the reward of our 
merit, or the acquisition of our industry. It is our in 
heritance. It is the birthright of our species. . . . But 
the liberty I mean is a social freedom. It is that state 
of things in which liberty is secured by the equality of 
restraint. . . . This kind of liberty is, indeed, but an 
other name for justice; ascertained by wise laws, and 
secured by well-constructed institutions. . . . But 
whenever a separation is made between liberty and 
justice, neither is, in my opinion, safe." But fifteen 
years before, in a speech to his constituents in Bristol, 
he had already said that "the liberty, the only liberty, 
I mean is a liberty connected with order: that not only 
exists along with order and virtue, but which cannot 
exist at all without them." In 1780 he again told his 
constituents that "I have no idea of a liberty uncon 
nected with honesty and justice/' In this argument that 
the liberty that is really valuable to man is a liberty 
connected with a social order, Burke was again im 
plying a conception of man and society directly oppo 
site to the theories of the Revolution. 

Such a social order, the condition of a true and 
manly freedom, seemed to Burke to be possible of 
achievement, like the English Constitution, only by the 
perseverance and effort of many generations, by the 
concurrence of many men and many tempers and many 
events, by embodying in institutions the wisdom of a 
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whole people accumulated through many years; but 
such a social order, he lamented, can be demolished in 
a moment by the rashness and fury of very ordinary 
man. And the new revolutionary philosophy was tear 
ing up the whole vast fabric of the social inheritance 
of Europe, and replacing it with untried innovations. 
It was this new philosophy which stirred Burke most 
deeply as he wrote his Reflections. He warned that 
Europe was losing its old glory and its humanity in 
an age of sophisters, economists, and calculators, 
whose paper constitutions and speculative novelties 
were being imposed by force upon a whole nation. But 
we in England, he wrote to his friend in Paris, have 
not yet succumbed to the innovations of these philoso 
phers. "We are not the converts of Rousseau; we are 
not the disciples of Voltaire; Helvetius has made no 
progress amongst us. ... We know that we have 
made no discoveries, and we think that no discoveries 
are to be made, in morality; nor many in the great 
principles of government, nor in the idea of liberty, 
which were understood long before we were born, al 
together as well as they will be after the grave has 
heaped its mould upon our presumption, and the silent 
tomb shall have imposed its law on our pert loquacity." 
We shall do well to look more carefully at our social 
inheritance, the world into which we are born, to under 
stand what needs it was intended to meet, and what its 
meaning is for the life of man. 

Politics then, according to Burke, ought to be ad 
justed, not to bare human reason, but to human nature, 



134 The Brave New World 

of which reason is but a part, and, he adds, by no means 
the greatest part. Burke could not have conceived of a 
nation or a people or a community as anything like a 
collection of machines in a factory, all beautifully ad 
justed and synchronized by a system of belts and trans 
missions, regulated by human engineering; neither 
would he believe that human felicity could be found 
in any anarchic state of nature. To form a good and 
humane society, Burke thought, many things are neces 
sary in addition to good laws; he emphasized the 
importance of religion, traditions of living, a rich 
heritage of customs, a complex pattern of relationships 
of all kinds, such as would not only develop the per 
sonality of the individual to use the popular phrase 
of our day but which would also teach him the truth 
about his own nature by their discipline of him. Burke 
had some insight into social psychology. "A nation," 
he said, "is a moral essence, not a geographical ar 
rangement." We do not get a people, in any significant 
sense, merely by herding many individuals into one 
locality. A people, Burke believed, is a moral essence 
formed under the discipline of nature. "When great 
multitudes act together, under the discipline of nature, 
I then recognize the people. 9 ' This nature is of course 
not the nature under which primitive man was then 
supposed to live, but the discipline of a complex so 
ciety. It included even a tradition of manners. 

What other political thinker has dwelt on the im 
portance of manners or considered it pertinent to his 
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subject? Yet Burke, on his general principles, could 
even declare that "manners are of more importance 
than laws. Upon them, in a great measure, the laws 
depend. The law touches us hut here and there, and 
now and then. Manners are what vex or soothe, corrupt 
or purify, exalt or debase, barbarize or refine us, by 
a constant, steady, uniform, insensible operation, like 
that of the air we breathe in. They give their whole 
form and color to our lives. According to their quality, 
they aid morals, they supply them, or they totally de 
stroy them." But manners are, of course, the product 
of a disciplining social tradition, of a bringing-up. 
The unregulated impulses, whether of the child or the 
adult, do not always lead to good manners; there has 
to be a firm and sometimes painful exertion of author 
ity, a persevering insistence on right habits, and a 
vigilant instruction in ideals and right sentiments; and 
all of these would be included in Burke's concept of 
the discipline of nature. 

Here as everywhere else in Burke's thought, he took 
his stand in profound opposition to the spirit and the 
doctrines of the revolutionary philosophers, who were 
always drawing a distinction between art and nature. 
The natural is always good, the artificial is always bad. 
Let the child but be natural; let him follow his own 
impulses and make his own decisions. Rousseau, who 
wrote a whole book about the education of one boy, 
made no provision for the instruction of Emile in man 
ners. And in everything else, as well as in manners, 
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Rousseau insisted that the natural instincts and im 
pulses must not be perverted by what is artificial and 
all civilization had to be proscribed as artificial. 

Whether or not we have directly inherited the pre 
sumptions of the eighteenth-century philosophers, we 
moderns are much in the habit of drawing the same 
distinction between art and nature. When a primitive 
man in a far-away island makes a hut of branches and 
thatch, that is natural. When we make a building of 
stone and concrete and brick, that is artificial. When a 
primitive man decorates his shield, that is natural; 
when he dances and chants, that is also natural; but a 
modern symphony or opera or ballet is the product of 
civilization and we hesitate to call it natural. We are 
still in many ways strangely committed to the cult of 
the primitive. When a scientific anthropologist turns 
his attention to the problem of what religion is and 
what it means in the life of man, he goes straight to the 
uncontaminated tribes of Africa or the remotest islands 
of the Pacific; I have yet to meet an anthropologist who 
has turned for help in this problem to the Epistles of 
Saint Paul or the writings of Saint Augustine. This 
kind of preference for the primitive as more natural 
than the products of civilization Burke condemned as 
a very dangerous misconception., In a pregnant apho 
rism he demolished the whole theory: art, he said, is 
man's nature. "Nature," he said in another place, "is 
never more truly herself than in her grandest forms. 
The Apollo of Belvedere is as much in nature as any 
clown by Teniers." Such a statement has immense im- 
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plications. We must conclude from it that the grand 
and complex compositions of Bach and Beethoven are 
as truly natural to man as the chants of aborigines. We 
must conclude that the highly developed society and 
government of England or France in the eighteenth 
century were as natural to man as the comparatively 
simple life in Tahiti. 

As a further consequence we must conclude that so 
ciety as we find it is a revelation of the real nature of 
man. The revolutionary philosophers were all in agree 
ment on the proposition that man is naturally good and 
that all the evil we are suffering is due to had institu 
tions and conventions. But they never even recognized 
the problem raised by their proposition; they never 
tried to explain whence came these evil institutions and 
conventions. Obviously, they are the constructs of man 
himself. If they are evil, they are good scientific evi 
dence of some evil within man. If they are good, they 
bear testimony to something good in man. It must be 
clear that the nature of man cannot be set in opposition 
to the artifacts he has made. Burke was never in danger 
of falling into this error. He was a realist and took 
human nature as he found it, a mixture of good and 
bad. Man is weak and naked and unwise; nevertheless 
he has wisely devised institutions and conventions arid 
social customs whereby he may be clothed, supported, 
and guided. These are a necessary part of his life; they 
provide that discipline of nature which sustains his 
humanity. 

It may therefore be said that Burke agreed with the 
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philosophers in one point, at least, in his belief that 
society is a contrivance made by man. But his disagree 
ment with them is more important than this apparent 
agreement. It is often said that society is not a machine 
but an organism; and there are historians who neatly 
contrast Burke with the French philosophers by saying 
that the philosophers looked on society as a machine,, 
whereas Burke thought of it more as an organism. It is 
fairly correct to say that the revolutionists believed 
that they could simply rebuild the machine according 
to scientific specifications and a perfect performance 
would be guaranteed. It would also be fair to Burke to 
say that he would not have thought that a weak or ailing 
member of an organism could be easily replaced by a 
new one, a new liver or kidney, for instance, but rather 
that the improvement would have to take place in the 
liver or kidney one already has, by a judicious regimen 
of life and a course of medication. 

The theory of the organism is of course the more 
modern, held by social thinkers of the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries. But this contrast is not quite the 
whole truth about Burke. We say that constitutions are 
not made, but grow. Burke said that they are made and 
also that they grow. He once remarked that such analo 
gies are dangerous if they are pressed too far. Society 
and government are in one respect like a machine in 
that they are contrivances of man to meet his needs, 
and he can change them if he wants to. The English 
Constitution, Burke said, has often been looked into 
and modified, and always for the better. Every consti- 



Reconstruction of Social Philosophy 139 

tution, he insisted, must have in it a provision for 
change and amendment, because this is the indis 
pensable means of its preservation and continuance. 
Burke repeated again and again that government is a 
human contrivance. But he also said that art is man's 
nature, that human contrivances are like the human 
beings that contrive them, that a commonwealth is a 
moral essence, and that we shall be quite inadequate in 
our contriving if we ignore the difference between a 
machine and human nature. It is not the whole truth 
to say with Locke that our minds are at birth like clean 
slates; we are born with all sorts of individual ten 
dencies and weaknesses and aptitudes which may de 
velop only slowly through the years, and each indi 
vidual has to work through life with what he was born 
with; he cannot be sent back to the factory for over 
hauling. And so also with society and government; it 
is a human contrivance, but it is strangely more than 
that; for if we pursue the inquiry into the nature of 
society far enough, we are led to see what Burke called 
a "stupendous wisdom moulding together the great 
mysterious incorporation of the human race." 

When modern commentators come to this aspect of 
Burke's thought, they usually drop the subject rather 
hastily and murmur something about the deep mysti 
cism of Burke's nature. It may he that mysticism 
should not be admitted into social science. But it 
would seem strange to exclude from the science of man 
any recognition of such things as hopes and loyalties 
and aspirations. It is entirely reasonable to assume that 
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when dealing with such material as human nature we 
may need insights that are not easily arrived at by the 
sheer force of reason. Such insights may be necessary 
to correct the deliverances of strict rationality. It may 
therefore be profitable to examine a couple of passages 
from Burke in which he scrutinizes the phraseology and 
doctrine that almost all advanced thinkers accepted in 
his time, tests them, and corrects and reinterprets them 
to give them deeper significance and to make them con 
form to the realities of our existence. 

From the time of Locke down to Burke it was gener 
ally thought to be axiomatic that society was formed by 
a contract entered into with free consent between the 
members of it, and that when this contract is broken it 
becomes null and void and each person is restored to 
the original liberty he enjoyed in the state of nature. 
All sorts of variations were played on this theme, and 
the theory of secessionism in our Southern states before 
the Civil War was one lingering heritage from it. If 
our relations with our fellow men are a matter of con 
tract, freely and voluntarily entered into, our duties 
and responsibilities are within our own determination, 
and we are ourselves the judges as to what circum 
stances would occasion our giving notice of the termi 
nation of the contract. Theoretically, the door is thus 
left wide open for revolution, and the theory was con 
sidered indispensable by the revolutionary leaders of 
the eighteenth century. But even when the extreme of 
revolution was impossible of accomplishment, any seri 
ous grievances would under the theory raise the ques- 
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tion of the legitimacy of government. Thus any agita 
tion for reform would tend to generate turbulence and 
shake society, not merely physically, but to its moral 
foundations. 

Burke questioned the adequacy of this theory from 
one point of view by inquiring into the nature of our 
duties as we encounter them in our daily life. "I can 
not too often recommend it to the serious consideration 
of all men who think civil society to be within the prov 
ince of moral jurisdiction, that, if we owe it any duty, 
it is not subject to our will. Duties are not voluntary. 
Duty and will are even contradictory terms. . . . 
Look through the whole of life and the whole system 
of duties. Much the strongest obligations are such as 
were never the results of our option. . . . We have 
obligations to mankind at large which are not the conse 
quence of any voluntary pact. They arise from the 
relation of man to man, and the relation of man to God, 
which relations are not matters of choice. On the con 
trary, the force of all the pacts which we enter into 
with any particular person or number of persons 
amongst mankind depends upon these prior obliga 
tions. In some cases the subordinate relations are vol 
untary, in others they are necessary, but the duties are 
all compulsive. When we marry, the choice is volun 
tary, but the duties are not matter of choice: they are 
dictated by the nature of the situation. Dark and in 
scrutable are the ways by which we come into the 
world. The instincts which give rise to this mysterious 
process of Nature are not of our making. But out of 
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physical causes, unknown to us, perhaps unknowable, 
arise moral duties, which, as we are able perfectly to 
comprehend, we are bound indispensably to perform. 
Parents may not be consenting to their moral relation; 
but, consenting or not, they are bound to a long train 
of burdensome duties towards those with whom they 
have never made a convention of any sort. Children 
are not consenting to their relation; but their relation, 
without their actual consent, binds them to its duties, 
or rather it implies their consent, because the presumed 
consent of every rational creature is in unison with 
the predisposed order of things. Men come in that man 
ner into a community with the social state of their 
parents, endowed with all the benefits, loaded with all 
the duties of their situation." These are the realities of 
life. In such a simple matter as the reciprocal relation 
ships of parents and children, the contract theory of 
society becomes, to say the least, impossible. A family 
is not, any more than a nation, a mere aggregation of 
individuals. In its multitude of relationships it de 
mands that we perform our duties, it forces us to sub 
mit our wills to the discipline of nature, it gives a moral 
quality to human life. 

In another passage Burke transforms the contract 
theory into nothing less than the ancient doctrine of 
the Law of Nature. He begins with a seeming conces 
sion to the current doctrine. "Society," he said, "is in 
deed a contract." But if so, what kind of contract? 
"Subordinate contracts for objects of mere occasional 
interest may be dissolved at pleasure but the State 
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ought not to be considered as nothing better than a 
partnership agreement in a trade of pepper and coffee, 
calico or tobacco, or some other such low concern, to 
be taken up for a little temporary interest, and to be 
dissolved by the fancy of the parties. It is to be looked 
on with other reverence ; because it is not a partnership 
in things subservient only to the gross animal existence 
of a temporary and perishable nature. It is a partner 
ship in all science; a partnership in all art; a partner 
ship in every virtue, and in all perfection. As the ends 
of such a partnership cannot be obtained in many gen 
erations, it becomes a partnership not only between 
those who are living, but between those who are living, 
those who are dead, and those who are to be born. Each 
contract of each particular State is but a clause in the 
great primeval contract of eternal society, linking the 
lower with the higher natures, connecting the visible 
and invisible world, according to a fixed compact sanc 
tioned by the inviolable oath which holds all physical 
and all moral natures each in their appointed place. 
This law is not subject to the will of those who by an 
obligation above them, and infinitely superior, are 
bound to submit their will to that law." 

On this passage the late Professor Hearnshaw of the 
University of London has remarked as follows: "If 
one asks what is the meaning of this sonorous passage, 
the answer is that as it stands it has none. It is resound 
ing nonsense . . . What could a sober lawyer make 
of an agreement between the dead and the unborn; 
from whom would he get his fee? ... Language has 



144 The Brave New World 

obviously lost its ordinary meaning." * But, curiously, 
such a criticism could be valid, not against Burke, but 
rather against the bald theory as Locke left it and as 
it came to Burke; for that very reason Burke is here 
transforming the theory. Burke begins with the stand 
ard term contract; it changes to agreement, then to 
compact and partnership, until we reach the great pri 
meval contract of eternal society over which, we may 
note, there are no lawyers' fees to worry about. Is that 
nonsense? Have words lost their meaning? If we reflect 
on those who have fought and suffered and died on 
the battlefield in the cause of their country and ours, 
can we rest satisfied with an acknowledgment that they 
have fulfilled their contractual obligations? And are 
we not bound to them by an invisible compact? Lincoln 
understood and stated the truth at Gettysburg. "In a 
larger sense we cannot dedicate we cannot consecrate 
we cannot hallow this ground. The brave men, 
living and dead, who struggled here, have consecrated 
it far above our poor power to add or detract. ... It 
is for us, the living, rather, to be dedicated here to the 
unfinished work which they who fought here have thus 
far so nobly advanced." If our nation is a moral es 
sence we are bound to those who have made such sacri 
fices under the great primeval contract of eternal so 
ciety to which we must bend our wills and our natures. 
Burke was stating a hard fact when he said that there 
is a partnership between those who are living, those 
who are dead, and those who are to be born. If there is 
no such partnership, if there is no mysterious incor- 
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poration of the human race, if there is no linking of 
one generation with another, men would become, as 
Burke said, "little better than the flies of a summer." 

Man is therefore inescapably under the jurisdiction 
of the moral law, whether or not he is willing to ac 
knowledge the fact. But a good society is possible only 
as its members feel an allegiance to principle. Burke 
knew better than most how difficult it is to apply the 
principle of law to a particular case, and what judg 
ment, prudence, and wisdom may be necessary to 
avoid doing injustice even while guided by the princi 
ple of justice. He frequently maintained that he would 
never discuss the right or wrong of something until he 
knew all the circumstances, which give each situation 
its distinguishing characteristics. But Burke said that 
all law is only declaratory of eternal principles. He 
often stated that it is dangerous in the extreme to hold 
that law is merely the will of the state, and equally 
dangerous to believe that moral goodness is merely 
the inclination of the individual. Above us all, gover 
nors and governed, kings and subjects, there is the 
eternal moral law, which in jurisprudence from Cicero 
down to modern times has been called the Law of Na 
ture. 2 In this theory of law Burke was deeply read. To 
it he made his final appeal whenever considerations of 
utility or prudence threatened to alter "the substance 
of original justice." 

In his trial Warren Hastings pleaded that his brutali 
ties in the government of India were necessary to con 
trol the people of that land, that India was not England, 
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that previous conquerors had been equally brutal, and 
that he had authority granted him by the East India 
Company and the government of England to take what 
ever steps were necessary in his judgment to subdue the 
natives. Burke heaped some scorn on the idea of "geo 
graphical morality" and then continued: "Mr. Hast 
ings comes before you. ... He says, 1 had arbitrary 
power to exercise, and I exercised it. Slaves I found 
the people, slaves they are; they are so by their consti 
tution; I did not make it for them; I was unfortunately 
bound to exercise arbitrary power, and I did exercise 
it.' In India, to use the words of Mr. Hastings, the 
power of the sovereign was everything, the rights of 
the people nothing. ... He makes the corrupt prac 
tices of mankind the principles of his government; he 
collects together the vicious examples of all the robbers 
and plunderers of Asia, forms the mass of their abuses 
into a code, and calls it the duty of a British governor. 
... I believe so audacious a thing was never before 
attempted by man. 'He had arbitrary power!' My 
Lords, the East India Company have not arbitrary 
power to give him. The king has no arbitrary power to 
give. Neither your Lordships, nor the Commons, nor 
the whole Legislature, have arbitrary power to give. 
Arbitrary power is a thing which no man can give. My 
Lords, no man can govern himself by his own will; 
much less can he be governed by the will of others. We 
are all born high as well as low governors as well 
as governed in subjection to one great, immutable, 
pre-existing law, a law prior to all our devices and all 
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our conspiracies, paramount to our feelings, by which 
we are connected in the eternal frame of the universe, 
and out of which we cannot stir. This great law does 
not arise from our combinations and compacts ; on the 
contrary, it gives them all the sanction they can have. 
Every good and perfect gift is of God; all power is of 
God ; and He who has given the power, and from whom 
alone it originates, will never suffer it to be corrupted." 
Thus the genius of Burke leads us back to the Law 
of Nature, the conscience of mankind, the rejection of 
which we observed in the first chapter. In his work we 
may find a searching critical examination of some 
fashionable speculations and doctrines. But the great 
ness of his constructive mind appears in his reinterpre- 
tation of the wisdom of the Ancients. Wordsworth, like 
Coleridge, had been for a time a disciple of Godwin. 
But in his Prelude, completed in 1805, only eight years 
after the death of Burke, he paid a tribute to the mem 
ory of the statesman which is both sympathetic and 
understanding: 

Genius of Burke! forgive the pen seduced 

By specious wonders, and too slow to tell 

Of what the ingenuous, what bewildered men, 

Beginning to mistrust their boastful guides, 

And wise men, willing to grow wiser, caught, 

Rapt auditors! from thy most eloquent tongue 

Now mute, for ever mute in the cold grave. 

I see him, old, but vigorous in age, 

Stand like an oak whose stag-horn branches start 

Out of its leafy brow, the more to awe 

The younger brethren of the grove, 
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While he forewarns, denounces, launches forth 

Against all systems built on abstract rights 

Keen ridicule; the majesty proclaims 

Of Institutes and Laws, hallowed by time; 

Declares the vital power of social ties 

Endeared by Custom; and with high disdain, 

Exploding upstart Theory, insists 

Upon the allegiance to which men are born. 




EPILOGUE: A MEDITATION 
ON THE SPIRIT OF MAN 



There is a large element of truth in the dictum of 
Alexander Pope that the proper study of mankind is 
man. It is not only a proper study, but also natural and 
necessary. Our interests are inevitably homocentric. 
We have a special desire to know about the world as 
the complexity which affects our lives, and we desire 
to know ourselves because living is full of problems. 
So much Pope certainly had in mind. But in the more 
than two centuries since Pope, the efforts to explore 
the nature of man have given such a statement as his a 
meaning far more acute than it could have had for 
him. The history of these efforts provides an instructive 
subject for reflection and should indicate also how we 
should proceed in order to avoid pitfalls and to reach 
conclusions regarding the nature of man which con 
form in some degree to our experience. The history of 
thought since 1700 can be written in many ways, as 
the history of metaphysics, of logic, of political theory, 
of ethical theory, or of scientific discovery. But it can 
also be written as the history of theories of human na 
ture, and to that central theme all these other modes 
of theoretical and practical intellection can be related. 
Such an orientation offers this great advantage to us 
ordinary laymen in philosophy, untrained as we are 
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in the dialectic of the professional students, in that 
we can test and validate philosophical propositions by 
our own experience and our knowledge of the experi 
ence of mankind. 

In the preceding pages an attempt has been made to 
present some episodes in this continuing search for 
the true philosophy of human nature. First, we noted 
that the Enlightenment rejected the juridical doctrine 
of the Law of Nature and all its assumptions and impli 
cations; next, the philosophers turned their search in 
another direction and elaborated substitute doctrines; 
finally, Burke rejected these substitutes and reaffirmed 
the ancient doctrine. Thus our narrative comes full 
circle. But history continued on, and, as has been indi 
cated from time to time in the preceding account, the 
ideas contesting for supremacy in the eighteenth cen 
tury have persisted in modified forms down to the 
present time. Specifically, we are to a marked degree 
the continuators of the Enlightenment in our persistent 
inclination to expect from science the final and com 
plete explanation of our human nature and destiny. 

A theory of human nature can be given by Divine 
Revelation, or be derived from some comprehensive 
philosophical or theological system, or be deduced 
from scientific generalizations, such as the theory of 
evolution. But some of the great truths are sufficiently 
available to the simple. A mere layman may look in 
wardly at his own experience, or outwardly, without 
too much erudition, at the experience of others re 
corded in history or presented to his own observation. 
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Indeed, it is quite the standard procedure in philo 
sophical discussion to bring an abstract proposition 
down to the level of those concrete situations from 
which it might have been generated. Such reference 
of the general to the experienced particulars has al 
ways been practiced in philosophy, not only as a test 
of the general proposition, but also as a means of dis 
covery. 

Let us return to the theory of law and see how a sim 
ple everyday statement may bring with it a train of 
consequences not always at first expected. A man on 
the street might tell an inquiring reporter that he thinks 
law is the means whereby conflicting claims are settled 
by compromise and agreement, and that the ideal of 
law is this reconciliation of interests within a society. 
Such a statement would already constitute a consider 
able commitment to a theory of human behavior and 
of human society which, if not qualified, would lead to 
Utilitarianism. Suppose that on further interrogation 
the man can find nothing further to add, that he decides 
that he has said all that can profitably be said about the 
nature of law, then under a Socratic inquisition further 
implications would be discovered, and further theories 
would be generated regarding human nature, society, 
government, morals, and even metaphysics. The man 
would reveal a kind of Positivistic mentality. But let 
us approach this same man at another time, when he is 
embittered, as almost all men are at some time or other, 
over some results of this process of compromise and 
reconciliation of interests; he denounces them, not just 
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in personal anger, but with righteous indignation (one 
of the most common of human emotions), and lo! he 
has, wittingly or unwittingly, moved beyond both Utili 
tarianism and Positivism and demanded that the whole 
theory of law be subject to considerations of another 
kind and on another level. When a man in that state 
of mind criticizes law or society, the idea of Justice is 
born in him. He then commits himself to a whole new 
series of propositions regarding man and society and 
the universe. It has been well said that man is incurably 
metaphysical. For even when we do not fully realize 
it, we live by ideas which are a necessity to our being 
but which we permit to remain in solution in our con 
crete experience. 

It is therefore possible for us, even as laymen, to 
draw a good deal of philosophy from our experience 
and observation of human nature. It is remarkable 
how durable human nature seems to be and how im 
possible it is to root out some of its aspirations. We 
have been bombarded with many theories during the 
last two centuries and we bear the scars, hut we con 
tinue to live on essentially the same terms as our an 
cestors before the new theories were advanced. The 
representation of human nature in the great literature 
of the distant past continues to appear valid in our 
modern experience. The sociologists may produce sta 
tistics to show that marriages endure on the average for 
three years, or four years, or whatever the figure, but 
no bride will permit the song to be changed to "Not for 
a day, not for a year, but for three and one-half years." 
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The first rule in the book of the educational psycholo 
gists was for some time that a parent or teacher should 
never say "Don't" to a child; but the policing of school 
children at street crossings remains the standard prac 
tice. The remarkable success of school athletic pro 
grams, in which no one questions the necessity of old- 
fashioned rigorous training in fundamentals, contrasts 
sharply with the controversial results of the laissez- 
faire procedure so much favored in the classrooms. 
Communist ideology picked up the theory, advanced 
here and there by advanced thinkers down through the 
ages, that the family is an indefensible relic of the past 
and should be replaced by a more scientifically con 
trived arrangement; but Russian Communism learned 
long ago that this particular sacred doctrine of Engels 
had to be rejected; they even imposed a progressive 
tax on divorces to discourage them, and they have for 
some time been bringing up their children in such 
deference and respect for parents and elders as would 
not be tolerated by children in the United States. If 
such observations are considered thoughtfully, we can 
draw from them, not only knowledge about human na 
ture, but some wisdom in dealing with it. All programs 
for the life of man must be adjusted to his real nature, 
of which, as Burke said, reason is but a part. 

The spirit of man has been a stumbling block for all 
systematic philosophers of science. We may ponder 
the peculiar conclusions of the many distinguished 
apologists for science in the nineteenth century who 
attempted to reconcile human values to science by ex- 
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plaining them as natural developments out of the cos 
mic process and therefore really a part of it. But their 
conclusions more commend their personal goodness 
and nobility of character than their scientific acumen. 
Their starting point was the latest great scientific dis 
covery, the evolution of species. This offered some diffi 
culty inasmuch as the Nature described by the science 
of biology was, in Tennyson's phrase, "red in tooth and 
claw," and all living things had to engage in a perilous 
fierce struggle for existence. But the theory of evolu 
tion emphasized two fundamental biological goals in 
this struggle, the survival of the individual, which had 
often to be sacrificed, and the survival of the species, 
which seemed to have priority. Biologists who desired 
to base a "higher" morality on their own science usu- 
ually looked with special benignity on the urge to per 
petuate the species. They were delighted with the ob 
servation that among the more complex and higher 
forms of animal life the species could be perpetuated 
only by maternal care of the newly born and sometimes 
by the mutual aid in a society of adults. Herbert Spen 
cer believed that such biological developments were 
the origin and explanation of an ethics of benevolence 
among the higher anthropoids and that our best tra 
ditional morality therefore has a solid foundation in 
biology. Admittedly, there are conflicts between the 
urge for individual survival and the urge for the sur 
vival of the species, but these may all be resolved when 
the individual perceives how preferable long-range 
beneficence is over short-term selfishness, when his 
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"lower" impulses yield to his "higher" impulses and 
he moves in the direction of that perfection of hu 
manity which, unhappily, is still to be realized. But 
Spencer was an optimist regarding the future, for the 
biological urges are mighty and will prevail. 

Another eminent philosopher of biology, Ernst 
Haeckel, sought to establish a human ethics on a broad 
investigation of the "duties of vertebrates." A verte 
brate has duties to himself and to the fellow members 
of his species, and the balance between the two kinds 
of duties gives us, opined Haeckel, nothing less than 
the Golden Rule. Haeckel no doubt felt a genuine need 
for moral idealism and tried to justify it scientifically 
by his analysis of the struggle for existence. All this 
philosophy can be summed up in the sonorous and 
imaginative sentence of John Fiske: "The Earth spirit 
goes on, un-hasting yet unresting, weaving in the loom 
of Time the visible garment of God." 

One may hesitate to accept this morality of the verte 
brates, in the first place, because it exercises an arbi 
trary selectivity not authenticated by the cosmic proc 
ess. The mother bear, who cares so assiduously for her 
cubs, is highly commended, whereas the male bear, 
who wants to kill and devour them, is ignored as philo 
sophically insignificant. As a group, these scientific 
moralists were guilty of glossing over the brutalities 
of the struggle for existence. But there is also a more 
fundamental objection, that they were obliterating the 
distinction in meaning between "This is" and "This 
ought to be." It was after the time of Haeckel and Spen- 
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cer that Henri Poincare warned that the language of 
science is in the indicative, not in the imperative mood. 
Thomas Huxley, also a distinguished spokesman for 
science and the contemporary of Haeckel and Spencer, 
declared that "of moral purpose I see no trace in Na 
ture. That is an article of exclusively human manu 
facture and very much to our credit." Human so 
ciety, he insisted, must be considered distinct from 
nature. "It is the more desirable, and even necessary, 
to make this distinction, since society differs from na 
ture in having a definite moral object; whence it comes 
about that the course shaped by the ethical man the 
member of society or citizen necessarily runs counter 
to that which the non-ethical man the primitive sav 
age, or man as a mere member of the animal kingdom 
tends to adopt. The latter fights out the struggle for 
existence to the bitter end, like any other animal ; the 
former devotes his best energies to the object of setting 
limits to the struggle." 

Huxley was probably not much interested in the im 
plications of this break which he recognized between 
the cosmic process and the spirit of man if, indeed, 
we could suppose him even to have been aware of them. 
The important point is that this scientific observer ob 
served the break and insisted on the reality of it. If we 
try to understand quite objectively how such a being 
as man came to exist on this planet, we encounter these 
breaks or perhaps they should be called "leaps," as 
they are moments when something new seems to have 
beeu added. At some point in time and space inert mat- 
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ter acquired life and the power of growth. At some 
later moment there occurred another leap and living 
beings with consciousness appeared. But for a philoso 
phy of human nature these are not the major miracles 
of the cosmic process. Nor is it of major importance for 
us as human beings to learn that we and the whole uni 
verse in which we find ourselves are made up of such 
things as electrons and neutrons and protons, and that 
the physicist in his laboratory is really electrons study 
ing electrons. Our kinship with Plato and Dante and 
Shakespeare and Beethoven remains unchanged. The 
"higher" vertebrates continue to have their "higher" 
duties. The spirit of man continues to disengage itself 
from the cosmic process, to rise above it, and to make 
demands upon it. It is the souPs discovery of itself that 
has established justice as an authoritative principle 
superior to revenge, raised love from an instinct to a 
spiritual power, acknowledged the imperative of the 
moral law, and awakened yearnings for realities of a 
transcendental kind. Man is sui generis in the cosmos, 
and the spirit of man can live only in an invisible 
world. 

In order to understand human nature we must there 
fore begin by recognizing that, although man is a 
creature immersed in the cosmic process and the strug 
gle for existence, he is unable to find mere continuing 
existence sufficient for his contentment. Man is incur 
ably moral, incurably metaphysical, incurably reli 
gious. His greatest creations in art, music, and litera 
ture are full of anxiety and restlessness, full of his 
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concern about the evil and the good. Dante said that his 
purpose in the Paradiso was to lead men from a state 
of wretchedness to a state of blessedness. It is in a 
struggle of that kind that the Spirit of Man has to con 
tend, in a world of his ideals and aspirations, in which 
he may search with fear and trembling for his salva 
tion. But darkness hangs over this world, as we know 
not only from great tragic drama but from life itself, 
and we sometimes see life saved and sometimes irre 
trievably lost. In our experience the good is as real as 
the evil, and the evil as real as the good. If there is a 
conceivable Heaven, it seems there must be a conceiv 
able Hell. Such is the world into which we as human 
beings have been inducted and out of which we cannot 
stir. In the inscription over the gate of Dante's Inferno 
we read that Justice, Divine Power, Wisdom, and even 
Love had built the Abode of Damnation. Inversely, 
then, we may understand also that the existence of the 
Dolorous City bears testimony to the reality of the 
Justice, Power, Wisdom, and Love that built it. 

Giustizia mosse il mio alto Fattore; 
fecemi la divina Potestate, 
la somma Sapienza e il primo Amore. 
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